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ABSTRACT 





Adviser: Robert Reid-Pharr 
Brother Outsider: Queered Belonging and Kinships in African American Men’s 
Literature, 1953-1971 builds on the work of women-of-color feminists since the late 1960s and 
queer-of-color critique in the works of José Esteban Muñoz, Robert Reid-Pharr, Roderic 
Ferguson, and Nadia Ellis, in order to chronicle the emergence of a queer tradition in mid 
twentieth century African American men’s literature. Through literary analysis and archival 
research on marginal figures of African American culture during this period, this dissertation 
proposes that the black pulp novels of Chester Himes, Robert Deane Pharr, Clarence Cooper Jr., 
and Iceberg Slim perform a queer critique of and offer modes of resistance to the Cold War era 
ideology of racial liberalism and racial capitalism: the two key formulations designed to ensure 
the victory of American democracy nationally and globally. By challenging racial liberalism’s 
paradoxical reproduction of the old logic of racial segregation in tandem with the new logic of 
democratic equality codified through liberal antiracisms, these writers spotlight the creation of 
racialized geographies within the white bourgeois nation space. Brother Outsider attempts to 
underscore the spatial practices through which black female bodies and black queer bodies 
reclaim racialized geographies and make them black by establishing an alternative mode of 
emplacement – through the routes of desire and a wild or illicit capacity to imagine that which is 
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not here yet. These writers thus formulate the possibility of elsewheres that are coded through 
non-hierarchical discourses rather than paternalistic discourses of ownership. From their 
experiences of living life as addicts, single room occupancy residents, inner-city dwellers, 
convicts, polyamorous black queer men, and migrants across the urban landscape, these writers 
author alternative models of solidarities across different modalities of oppression in their works. 
Brother Outsider is therefore an intervention into black studies and black diasporic studies, and 
broadens our understanding of movement within the nation space rather than beyond. From the 
perspective of displaced bodies, Brother Outsider describes how the capitalist project of the Cold 
War was accomplished through de facto segregation and the lumpenproletarization of racialized 
bodies in spaces marked by confinement, regulation, and surveillance. However, Brother 
Outsider also highlights queer worldmaking activities such as the ritual of writing, the capacity 
to love and empathize, and the more mundane rituals of sex, addiction, and gossip, through 
which the displaced and dispossessed racialized subjects formulate alternate modes of belonging 
and kinships.  
In each of the chapters in this dissertation, I focus on the representations of in-migrations 
of marginalized people whose journeys seem to take them nowhere; they are forever in transit, in 
motion, and dispossession punctuate their journeys. By demonstrating the terrible realities of 
such movements, only made bearable through flights of fancy, I attempt to highlight the 
existence of an alternative aesthetics that loosely binds these African American writers into a 
black queer tradition that had coexisted alongside the nationalistic black aesthetics that was more 
certain about its political goals and dreams. 
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Introduction: Cruising Elsewheres 
The exile knows that in a secular and contingent world, homes are 
always provisional. Borders and barriers, which enclose us within 
the safety of familiar territory, can also become prisons, and are 
often defended beyond reason or necessity. Exiles cross borders, 
break barriers of thought and experience. 
⎯Edward Said “Reflections on Exile” (1984) 
What if blackness is the name that has been given to the social 
field and social life of an illicit alternative capacity to desire? 
Basically, that is precisely what I think blackness is. 
⎯Fred Moten “Blackness and Nothingness  
(Mysticism in  the Flesh)” (2013) 
Those of us who stand outside the circle of this society’s definition 
of acceptable women; those of us who have been forged in the 
crucibles of difference—those of us who are poor, who are 
lesbians, who are Black, who are older—know that survival is not 
an academic skill. It is learning how to stand alone, unpopular and 
sometimes reviled, and how to make common cause with those 
others identified as outside the structures in order to define and 
seek a world in which we can all flourish. It is learning how to take 
our differences and make them strengths. For the master’s tools 
will never dismantle the master’s house. They may allow us 
temporarily to beat him at his own game, but they will never 
enable us to bring about genuine change. And this fact is only 
threatening to those women who still define the master’s house as 
their only source of support. 
⎯Audre Lorde “The Master’s Tools Will Never 
Dismantle the Master’s House” (1979) 
“Fantasy in the Hold” 
 The last moments of W.E.B. Du Bois’ short story “Of The Coming of John” (1903) 
describes something quintessential and fundamental about the relationship of blackness, 
unfreedom and confinement. The story ends with the lynching of John, who was black, by the 
reckless whiteness of a Southern town. However, Du Bois refuses to narrate the scene from the 
lyncher’s perspective or through the vantage point of the omniscient narrator and makes us 
experience the scene through the point of view of John, who was lynched. Instead of allowing 
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the reader to understand white violence only through spectacular scenes in which black flesh 
bleeds and burns under the whip of white supremacy, a lynching scene told from the point of 
view of the lynched, interestingly, pushes us into that fire and forces us to be-with the fleshliness 
of the black body in flames. As John sees the “haggard white-hatred” gather around him, he lifts 
us away from the claustrophobia, the confinement, the impossibility of breath, and shows us the 
possibilities of flight: 
Then as the storm burst round him, he rose slowly to his feet and turned his close   
eyes toward the Sea. 
And the world whistled in his ears. (239)     
In John’s defiance of degradation while being confined by the rope, the fire, and the “haggard 
white-hatred,” we begin to comprehend what it means to embody the space of blackness. John 
defies his damnation by spying a wider horizon that lies beyond his material existence – the 
“sea” he can hear but would never arrive at. This is what Fred Moten and Stefano Harney mean 
when they write, “ [h]aving defied degradation the moment becomes a theory of the moment, of 
the feeling of a presence that is ungraspable in the way that it touches” (The Undercommons, 94). 
By stepping into that fire and by “being with”1 black John in that space of death we experience 
not only the (after)lives of the hold but most importantly, we are able to understand that 
“blackness is” after all the “fantasy in the hold.” (The Undercommons, 95). Blackness is thus a 
quest for elsewheres2 that can only be experienced through the social and the aesthetics that 
emerges from that sense of being together, being a community, albeit a community that can 
                                                
1 Here I deploy the French philosopher Jean-Luc Nancy’s concept of “being singular plural,” or “being with” 
through which Nancy argues that there is no being without "being-with," and therefore there is no existence 
without co-existence: “Being cannot be anything but being-with-one-another,” (3). I use this idea of relationality 
through which our existence as ‘I’ is circulated through the “being-with-another,” as the realization that is 
necessary for any coalition across differences. I extend this thought to argue in this project that this fact of being-
with-another becomes pronounced in reality through mutual exposure, a recognition of the vulnerability. See “Of 
Being Singular Plural,” in Being Singular Plural (2000). 
2 I use the plural form of elsewhere because in its plural form the word indexes a plethora of possibilities for the 
future or futures that blackness is a portal to, the fantasy that leads us to different elsewheres. 
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never remain the same, marked by loss, racial scatter, and death. It is the social that begins in the 
ephemerality and the fugitive pleasure of the touch of flesh on flesh, sweat melting into sweat, in 
the hold, in the racialized geographies. Black sociality as Moten and Harney poignantly remind 
us, has emerged again and again as a refusal to the things that were refused to black people in the 
underbelly of the ship, in the cramped kitchenette apartments that were the only homes available 
to the black migrants displaced by racism and industrialization, inside the prisons, and detention 
centers, in cramped wooden boats adrift on the Mediterranean, the Indian Ocean, and the 
Atlantic, trying to find refuge, and amongst the thousands of homeless black and brown people 
on Skid Row in Los Angeles today. Moten and Harney describe black sociality as that which 
emerges out of that moment of refusal, of saying no to the choices that ultimately keep us 
confined to the very ground that creates and recreates the hold over and over again:  
Refused these things, we first refuse them, in the contained, amongst the 
contained, lying together in the ship, the boxcar, the prison, the hostel. Skin, 
against epidermalisation, senses touching. Thrown together touching each other 
we were denied all sentiment, denied all the things that were supposed to produce 
sentiment, family, nation, language, religion, place, home. Though forced to touch 
and be touched, to sense and be sensed in that space of no space, though refused 
sentiment, history and home, we feel (for) each other. (98) 
Through touch and being touched, in a place of confinement, black sociality is birthed out of 
nursing each other’s wounds, touching each other’s hair, feeling the skin of the other moist with 
sweat, hot with fear, rage, and frustration. In the darkness of the hold lies the possibility of 
feeling the body of the other, unmarked by the wholeness of gender, race, and nationality 
through which bodies find home in the world outside. In the hold then, lies the potentiality of 
hearing the murmur of the sea. In the taste of the other body’s salty sweat, one feels the 
elsewheres that are not here yet, will never be here but will keep moving us as we are moved 
differently, each time. 
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This search for the elsewheres is not just a metaphysical quest but also a literal quest. We 
can say that the most celebrated black American literature is about travel, about movement, and 
the promise of finding/founding another country. Paul Gilroy corrects our understanding of 
modernity by demonstrating the fact that modernity is in large part the work of the enslaved, the 
porters and sailors, the black writers, musicians, artists, and activists who have criss-crossed the 
Atlantic. In sum, those black and brown benighted subjects, those exiles of whiteness, of 
colonialism, the refuse of capitalism, indeed labored modernity into being as they took to the 
seas. In his groundbreaking book, The Black Atlantic, Gilroy thus focuses on how the “the 
experience of exile,” that Du Bois, C.L.R. James, Richard Wright, and several other activists, 
writers, and artists had experienced, prompted them to “repeatedly articulate a desire to escape 
the restrictive bonds of ethnicity, national identification, and sometimes even ‘race itself’” (19). 
It is thus safe to say that black studies is about recognizing the possibilities entailed in both the 
coerced and uncoerced journeys across the Atlantic, beyond the North American borders to 
Europe, Africa, and elsewhere. We cannot study the work of all the celebrated black writers from 
Frederick Douglass to James Baldwin, and black political leaders from Alexander Crummell to 
Malcolm X, without tracing the routes that carried them beyond their birthplaces, and sustained 
their being. But what about the other kinds of journeys, the less dramatic, non-triumphant 
journeys, the quotidian displacement and dislocation that mark the daily lives of a great number 
of black and brown people, most of whom are often women, in America since the days of 
slavery? Black studies seems to stutter when it comes to recognizing the radical potential of 
black lives whose daily existence is marked by displacement, homelessness, and death, at the 
same time as it celebrates the metaphysical possibilities of the hold, and the long journeys 
beyond America that made greatness possible in the lives of the most celebrated black writers, 
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intellectuals, and activists, most of whom are also, interestingly, male. Robert Reid-Pharr in 
Archives of Flesh (2016), a fascinating intervention into the deep history of intimacy between 
African America and Spain, urges black studies to reckon with the fact that it is invested heavily 
in the “celebration of a well-groomed transatlantic black cosmopolitanism capable of keeping 
company with calcified traditions of elite American and European culture” (119). Reid-Pharr 
contends that the field needs to finally come to terms with the fact that it is yet to recognize the 
modes of articulation of those who were often “defeated” and exist “at those locations thought to 
be outside of society,” the dirty and the impure, the benighted subjects of modernity and post 
modernity who “were never more eloquent than when they were bartering their own flesh, their 
own human potential” (Archives, 120). Brother Outsider advances Reid-Pharr’s critique of the 
field by focusing on an archive spanning the Cold War years (1953-1971) that highlights the 
lives of those very dirty, impure, and benighted subjects who found themselves locked up, 
cloistered, or held in locations that were marked as uncivilized, and as dangerous zones of vice 
and crime. To borrow from Ellison’s essay, “Harlem Is Nowhere,” this dissertation journeys into 
the very “bowels” of urban America, to recover the blueprints of lifeworlds imagined by black 
male writers during the Cold War era. Lifeworlds that Chester Himes, Robert Deane Pharr, 
Clarence Cooper Jr., Iceberg Slim, some of the most woefully understudied black male writers 
from that era, created out of their “illicit alternative capacity to desire” (778), as Moten theorizes 
in the quote that graces the epigraph. Brother Outsider thus showcases the novels, all published 
as pulp literature roughly between 1950s and early 1970s, and were written by black male writers 
who experienced what it meant to be locked up or cloistered in spaces such as the prison, the 
single room occupancy hotels, and the hostels offered to the homeless by the Young Men’s 
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Christian Association (YMCA), in sum, in spaces that lacked privacy and were the twentieth 
century reincarnations of the hold. 
Cosmopolitanism and its Others 
The quest for motion, for geographical movement in order to seek freedom from forms of 
oppression is the central drive in African American literature and culture. Bessie Smith gave 
voice to the idea of attaining freedom through geographical movement when she sang of “Goin’ 
to the Nation, Going to the Terr’tor,” as Ellison reminds us in his now famous essay, “Going to 
the Territory.”3 From Frederick Douglass’ 1845 Narrative to Toni Morrison’s Tar Baby (1981), 
we see the desire for movement and a celebration of its transformative power. The escaped 
slave’s movement from South to North in search of freedom, or the post emancipation 
generation’s migration to the North in search of jobs, or the embittered black writer’s journey 
beyond the borders of America to another country in order to escape racial limitations, all share 
the importance of geographical mobility that often promises the possibility of an elsewhere in 
this world – the chance of a better life, understood most importantly, as class mobility.  
In the Introduction to White Man, Listen! (1957), Richard Wright celebrates his 
unencumbered freedom as he boldly proclaims that “[he is] a rootless man” and that he “can 
make [him]self at home almost anywhere on this earth” (647). In fact Wright declares that he 
                                                
3 In his essay “Going to the Territory” (1986), Ellison writes “As slaves they had long been aware that for 
themselves, as for most of their countrymen, geography was fate. Not only had they observed the transformation 
of individual fortune made possible by the westward movement along the frontier, but the Mason-Dixon Line had 
taught them the relationship between geography and freedom … And they knew that to escape across the Mason-
Dixon Line northward was to move in the direction of a greater freedom. But freedom was also to be found in the 
West of the old Indian Territory. Bessie Smith gave voice to this knowledge when she sang of ‘Goin’ to the 
Nation, Going to the Terr’tor,’ and it is no accident that much of the symbolism of our folklore is rooted in the 
imagery of geography” [emphasis added] (131). While I agree with Ellison’s idea that much of black literature is 
similarly concerned with the reclaiming of black geographies, I differ by arguing that movement within the nation 
doesn’t always result in such transformation of fortunes or the possibility of freedom. The impoverished black 
person instead finds herself moving across the nation space much like a nomad or vagabond, and freedom lies 
perhaps in the fantastic geographies of the elsewheres.  
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enjoys the “state of abandonment, of aloneness” (647), that became his lot because of the 
experiences that he had “fallen heir to” (647) as a black man. Wright thus summarizes his 
experience of being black as rootless, but interestingly, not homeless. Talent, the right 
opportunities and connections, success, and fame helped Wright find home as a heterosexual 
black man in this world. However, Wright’s celebration of rootlessness, conjoined with the 
promise of always finding home is precisely the kind of cosmopolitan privilege that most black 
people in America and elsewhere did not and still do not have access to. The concept of home is 
framed by the discourses of the right to privacy and the right to ownership of property, both of 
which were foreclosed for black and brown people throughout American history, first legally and 
then through covert state practices such as continued lack of access to bank loans, good paying 
jobs, good housing, and surveillance technologies such as stop-and-frisk, broken windows, and 
more.  
 Only a tiny minority of celebrated black writers and intellectuals like Frederick Douglass, 
C.L.R. James, W.E.B Du Bois, and Richard Wright, took to the seas, and as Gilroy points out 
were able to find their “consciousness of ‘race,’ self, and sociality ... profoundly changed by the 
experience of being outside America” (The Black Atlantic, 132). In spite of sounding like a 
broken record I would once again like to remind the reader that much like Gilroy, black studies, 
is still enamored of these great men whose lives and achievements were exceptional and fail to 
represent the average black person’s life in America. Thus Wright’s celebration of non-affiliation 
or “rootlessness,” in the introduction to White Man, Listen!, comes across as a display of a rare 
masculine privilege that an average black man and certainly not black women could have access 
to. One has only to contrast the representative journeys of Richard Wright as presented in his 
autobiographical novel, Black Boy (1945) and that of Lutie Johnson in Ann Petry’s novel, The 
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Street (1946), published only a year later. While the journeys of the protagonist of Wright’s 
novel help him fight the fetters of racism, poverty, and domestic bonds, by allowing him the 
privacy of a room, aloneness, and the dream of writing the revolution into being while removed 
from his community and the world, the black female single mother protagonist of Petry’s novel 
finds no such refuge in urban America. Burdened by racism, the responsibilities of motherhood, 
poverty, and patriarchy Lutie Johnson was forced to become a fugitive in order to survive. My 
point here is that black women and a lot of black men, as Brother Outsider showcases, never 
really found or find the luxury of privacy, home, and seclusion as they try to dream up lifeworlds 
and revolutions for as Katherine McKittrick points out, “[b]lack diasporic struggles can also be 
read, then, as geographic contests over discourses of ownership” (3). In other words, black 
bodies, especially black female bodies and black queer bodies, reclaim racialized geographies 
and make them black by establishing an alternative mode of emplacement through the routes of 
desire, a wild or “illicit” capacity to imagine that which is not here yet, the possibility of 
elsewheres that are coded through non-hierarchical discourses rather than paternalistic discourses 
of ownership. This wildness is the possibility of reclaiming or owning the “body, individual and 
community voices, bus seats, women, ‘Africa,’ feminism, history, homes, record labels, money, 
cars,” in sum, the raison d’etre of “protest, musics, feminist theory, fiction, the everyday” (3), as 
McKittrick poignantly reminds us. 
Thus armed with a certain kind of wildness and desire for alternate futures they wrote and 
still write, performed and still perform, created and keep creating art while being-with their 
communities and friends, who are the exiles of this racist, capitalist, and heteropatriarchal world. 
Can we not say that these “unheroic” exiles also cross and break borders and barriers as Edward 
Said evinces in the opening quote above? If “exile” describes both the reality of living life 
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without a nation and also a metaphorical state of consciousness that emerges out of the sense of 
non belonging or alienation, then the exilic consciousness inherited through loss and not just 
through the actual crossing of national borders offer alternative ways of thinking about a politics 
that emerges out of the social, that is clumsily glued together by a shared sense of being broken 
and made wretched. This dissertation attempts to attend to the possibilities of the exilic 
consciousness through readings of Chester Himes’ Yesterday Will Make You Cry (1998)4, Robert 
Deane Pharr’s S.R.O. (1969), Clarence Cooper Jr.’s Black! Three Short Novels (1963), and 
Iceberg Slim’s Mama Black Widow (1969), black pulp novels from the Cold War era that 
centralize the lives of African Americans who have moved across America since the turn of the 
century and became the so called urban underclass, and found their lives represented as 
pathological cases by canonical sociology during the Cold War era. 
The Brother Outsiders and the Cold War Era  
 It is worth noting that African American scholars have prioritized the study of the Harlem 
Renaissance because the pre-World War II moment in African American history is not only 
marked by mass migrations of black people from the South to the North, but also this period 
literally saw the birth of the “New Negro,” a new black consciousness that revolutionized the 
existing world of art and culture in America, and would ultimately define American culture to 
the rest of the world. As I mentioned earlier, writers, activists, musicians, and artists developed 
their aesthetics not by adhering to white American or Western artistic and literary traditions but 
by adopting a cosmopolitan worldview that helped them demolish national and racial boundaries 
                                                
4 Himes’ novel Yesterday was first published as Cast The First Stone in 1952. However, Cast was a heavily 
censored version of Himes’ original novel. It was only in 1998 that Norton Old School Books managed to publish 
the original novel with its unapologetic portrayal of an intense homosexual romance in prison set in the 30s based 
on Himes’ own time in prison and relationship with another man. 
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and embrace an aesthetic promiscuity that formed the twentieth century black aesthetics that was 
diasporic rather than nationalistic. This exchange of culture and philosophy was possible because 
many of these writers like W.E.B. Du Bois, Claude McKay, Langston Hughes, Alain Locke, and 
James Weldon Johnson traveled abroad and met with artists and intellectuals from all over the 
world, especially the intellectuals from the still colonized nations in East Asia, South Asia, and 
Africa. Richard Wright and James Baldwin would carry on that cosmpolitanism in their work 
through travel across the Atlantic in the post World War II era in spite of the negative criticism 
they garnered from Black Nationalists at home during the civil rights era.   
Brother Outsider wants to shift the focus of black studies to the years between 1950s and 
1970s because this is roughly the period when black American literary and political thought 
began prioritizing cultural nationalism and racial difference instead of decrying heteropatriarchy 
along with racial capitalism at home and abroad. Hence I choose to focus on a woefully 
understudied archive of black male writers from this era whose lives and writings offer a 
scathing critique of both the liberal and conservative Black Nationalist politics that was 
championed by other black men, although women mostly did the painstaking work of organizing 
and bringing the movements to the black masses. For the purposes of managing the scope of this 
project I focus here only on African American male writers whose aesthetics and politics differ 
vastly from that of the more celebrated male writers because they articulate a queer politics that 
is deeply suspicious of both national belonging and uncritical racial belonging. They instead 
embrace nonheteronormative and non-national belongings and kinships.  
Three of the writers that this dissertation discusses – Chester Himes, who is recently 
gaining some attention in the field, Clarence Cooper Jr., who is still virtually unknown, and 
Iceberg Slim, who is more famous as a writer of pulp literature and has therefore received very 
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little critical attention, served time in prison because of armed robbery, drug addiction, and 
pimping, respectively, while Robert Deane Pharr who is quite unknown to the black literati, 
spent three years in a sanitarium for tuberculosis and alcoholism, and for the two decades 
following his release waited tables in hotels and resorts up and down the East Coast while living 
in a single room occupancy hotel in New York City.5 What connects these writers and sets them 
apart from the celebrated black writers of this era is that they all found themselves doubly 
jeopardized because of their race, which was already associated with criminality and their 
inability to adhere to black respectability politics. However, by being on the wrong side of the 
Law and of respectability politics that looked down on such “irresponsible” black men, they also 
found themselves in the company of those who were the outcasts of civil and polite American 
society – the queers, punks, prostitutes, welfare queens, bulldaggers,6 drag queens, con artists, 
alcoholics and other addicts; in sum, a motley crew who were poor and fell through the cracks 
because as Cathy J. Cohen reminds us in “Death and Rebirth of a Movement: Queering Critical 
Ethnic Studies” (2011-2012), they were “the targets of racial normalizing projects intent on 
pathologizing across the dimensions of race, class, gender, and sexuality” (128). 
In order to understand how the politics of the writers that this dissertation discusses 
differed from that of the black middle class, the leaders of the National Association for the 
Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), and the macho politics of the Black Nationalists 
                                                
5 See the Encyclopedia Virginia webpage for a brief biographical note on Robert Deane Pharr who was born in 
Virginia (www.encyclopediavirginia.org/Pharr_Robert_Deane_1916-1992). Virginia Union University’s library’s 
Archives and Special Collection has only the draft and galleys for Pharr’s last novel, Giveadamn Brown (1978) 
and some correspondence and clippings consisting of a letter enclosed with the draft sent to Virginia Union and 
two clippings from Richmond newspapers regarding the novel. Unfortunately, there are no known archives on the 
other three novelists I discuss in this project. 
6 Cathy J. Cohen pushes queer studies to move beyond a politics that only prioritizes the struggles of homosexual 
subjects, towards a more inclusive politics that addresses the precarity of various other subjectivities in a 
heteronormative society, in her essay, “Punks, Bulldaggers, and Welfare Queens: The Radical Potential of Queer 
Politics?” (1997). 
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during the sixties and the seventies, we need to briefly revisit the effects of the Cold War on 
black American communities and politics. Marxist scholars and historians such as Gerald Horne, 
Manning Marable, and Penny Von Eschen have written extensively on the effect of the Cold War 
on Black American politics in the post World War II era. The Red Scare and the anticommunist 
policies successfully silenced the Black Left from forcing America to adopt anticolonialist 
strategies as part of its foreign policy and not step into the shoes of a weaker Great Britain. In 
1946 when Winston Churchill in his “Iron Curtain” speech called for an anti-Soviet Anglo-
American military alliance, African American activists, along with many other Americans 
disapproved of Churchill’s proposal and correctly pointed out the hidden agenda of undermining 
the power of the United Nations. Eschen reminds us that even Walter White, the leader of 
NAACP who by 1947 had embraced the anti-Soviet and imperialistic American foreign policies 
as a strategy to force the Truman presidency to consider civil rights as an important issue, had 
adamantly rejected America’s coalition with Britain and rightly argued that Churchill’s plan 
“would virtually insure the continuation of imperialism” and that “it would have direct and 
immediate effect upon all Americans in its underwriting of empire.” (quoted in Eschen, 97-98). 
White’s warning went unheeded and the Truman presidency declared a diplomatic war on the 
Soviet and communism across the globe with the “Truman Doctrine” and “The Marshall Plan for 
European Recovery” in 1947. This ushered in the era of a renewed and more sinister “Red 
Scare,” and African American intellectuals such as Paul Robeson and W.E.B. Du Bois, who 
supported communism and advocated that America should adopt an anticolonialist foreign policy 
and aid the colonized nations in freeing themselves from the Western European powers, were 
hunted down and made into enemies of the state.  
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What Robeson and the others were reacting to was that the Truman administration’s 
colonialist and pro-corporation policies would not only hinder the decolonization process of the 
“colonized peoples” but that such policies would also affect the colonized within American 
borders. With the passage of the Labor-Management Relations Act, known as the Taft-Hartley 
Act, over Truman’s veto in 1947 by Congress, the power of the labor unions was decimated and 
the employers gained power over the workers. Strikes and picketing were prohibited. The Taft-
Hartley Act prioritized American corporate interests over that of the workers, which effectively 
meant that black blue-collar workers lost their right to protest their exploitation. We see echoes 
of this political ideology of curbing the worker’s rights and prioritizing the rights of the 
corporations and the rich employers in the geopolitical tactics of spatially isolating the black 
working class in the ghettos and allowing for spatial mobility and property ownership for whites 
within and beyond the national boundaries.  
In their groundbreaking work American Apartheid (1993), Massey and Denton detail the 
different housing laws through which the government consciously contributed to the segregation 
of black and white urban population in the post war era. Through the denial of federal loans, 
eminent domain laws that allowed highways to cut right through flourishing black 
neighborhoods, high-density public housing in black neighborhoods, American racial capitalism 
isolated black people in the inner cities and made class mobility practically impossible. This 
spatial isolation and its debilitating effects on the black underclass effectively disallowed them 
from participating in or benefitting from the civil rights narrative of equal rights. While the civil 
rights argument called for much-needed black and white integration, the construction of a 
homogenous black identity subsumed the reality of the class line within the black community, a 
fact that all the writers I discuss allude to. The class divide within the community, along with its 
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attending regulation of black sexuality in the name of racial uplift, made writers like Himes, 
Pharr, Cooper, Slim and the characters they represent in their works question the efficacy of a 
rights-based politics that denies the reality of class, the heterogeneity of sexual desires, and the 
realities of gendered existence while being black. Relegated to a life of nomadism while 
searching for jobs or being moved around from prison to prison all across America, these writers 
found impetus to “keep right on” as the last moments of Robert Deane Pharr’s novel, S.R.O. 
promises by forming friendships, finding love, engaging in gossip, enjoying queer sex, and doing 
drugs with people whose company they would have ignored had they been allowed to benefit 
from capitalist heteropatriarchy. All these black writers and the fictional black male characters 
they create, interestingly, begin their journeys as straight black men confident of their 
performances of the macho aesthetics of “cool pose,”7 but through their experience of 
confinement, they discover the absurdity of embracing such heteropatriarchal modes of being.  
The aspiring black middle class, unlike the representation of the black underclass in this 
project, welcomed the anticommunist policies since Stalin became the face of Communism. 
Many black preachers had denounced Marxism because of its philosophical atheism. Black 
entrepreneurs were dedicated to the free enterprise system, and sought to enrich themselves 
                                                
7 Majors and Billson in Cool Pose: The Dilemmas of Black Manhood in America (1992), summarize the different 
coping strategies that black males use to survive in a white world as the “cool pose.” But by using a singular term 
to summarize the myriad strategies of becoming and being, Majors and Billson homogenize the complex 
processes of black masculine formations and enforce the idea that there is an essential black urban culture that is 
just a reactionary response to white oppression. Robin D. G. Kelley in Yo’ Mama’s DisFUNKtional! (1997) 
similarly critiques Majors’ and Billson’s study of the cool pose and points out that it is an aesthetics of cool and 
not just a black heterosexual masculine performance but an aesthetics that is shared by black women, black gay 
men, and even the black middle class. Thus black gay men and women access the aesthetics of the cool to express 
their subjectivities that is different from the hypermasculine performances of the cool pose. I argue that black 
heterosexual men like Chester Himes when he was in college, and Robert Beck, whose literary name is Iceberg 
Slim adopted the macho aesthetics of the cool to empower themselves against white supremacy and racism. 
However, their time in prison helped them understand the hurt that hypermasculine “cool” performances inflict on 
themselves and on queer black men and black women in general. 
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through the existing economic order.8 What was lost in the process was the cosmopolitan or 
transnational anticolonialist politics that had charged the black liberation movements prior to the 
Cold War era. The coalition of the oppressed people across the globe was sacrificed on the altar 
of Cold War. Ultimately, American capitalism thrived, allowing corporations, landlords, and 
business owners to profit from the exploitation of the poor within America and abroad. Thus the 
solidification of America as a nation and superpower in the post war era was once again made 
possible through the creation of a disenfranchised black labor force that could be easily exploited 
for the purposes of building national wealth.  
Brother Outsider’s insistence on centralizing the experiences of the disenfranchised black 
labor force most of whom were black women and black queer people is inspired by the mission 
statement of the Combahee River Collective, a group of black feminists and lesbians who in 
1977 urged us to remember that “[i]f Black women were free, it would mean that everyone else 
would have to be free since our freedom would necessitate the destruction of all the systems of 
oppression.”9 What Barbara Smith and many other black lesbian feminists associated with this 
Collective teaches us is that in order to fight capitalist regimes we have to understand how its 
tactics of gender, racial, and sexual policing, and oppression ultimately disenfranchises those at 
the bottom, mostly black women and indigenous women.10 The writers whose novels this 
dissertation recovers from under a patina of dust that had obscured their presence until now, are 
all men who cannot be labeled as sexually queer. However, their novels offer us an opportunity 
to trace out a black queer tradition, that unlike the dominant forms of postwar era black 
                                                
8 On the reaction of black middle class to Cold War era policies see Manning Marable, Race, Reform, and 
Rebellion: The Second Reconstruction and Beyond in Black America, 1945–2006. (2007) pp 19-30. 
9 The complete statement published by The Combahee River Collective is available here: 
circuitous.org/scraps/combahee.html 
10 See Cherríe Moraga’s preface to the 4th edition of This Bridge Called My Back (2015), p. xv 
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radicalism, articulate modes of resistance that scoffs at the idea that black people were all 
straight and that homosexuality was a mark of white disease affecting black communities, or that 
black men should lead while black women showed her loyalty as nurturers and mothers of the 
black nation. Instead Himes, Pharr, Cooper, and Slim articulate, although ineffectively at times, 
the importance of prioritizing the struggles of black women, black queer men and women, and 
even poor white queer people, to understand the possibilities of coalitions and kinships that bring 
together those stuck at the bottom; kinships and belongings made possible by not an easy erasure 
of difference but rather sustained by friction, misunderstandings, and hurt along with the 
capacity of making that “brokenness of being”11 the glue that binds and sustains such kinships. 
Thus Chester Himes, Robert Deane Pharr, Clarence Cooper Jr., and Iceberg Slim represent a 
black queer tradition that addresses the struggles of black queer brothers as well as the struggles 
of their black sisters who were “outside the circle of this society’s definition of acceptable 
women,” (Sister Outsider, 112). These brothers who were outsiders (in the sense of finding 
oneself outside of acceptable definitions of what constitutes personhood) had to learn “how to 
make common cause with those others identified as outside the structures in order to define and 
seek a world in which [they could] all flourish,” a world in which they could make their 
differences their strengths (Sister Outsider, 112). The title of this dissertation, Brother Outsider 
is inspired by Audre Lorde’s formulation of black queer feminism in Sister Outsider (1984). This 
project thus narrativizes an understudied queer tradition in mid twentieth century black men’s 
literature that articulates a politics of being and belonging that is similar to black queer feminist 
                                                
11 I borrow this term “brokenness of being,” from Jack Halberstam’s essay, “The Wild Beyond: With and for the 
Undercommons,” that introduces the book The Undercommons: Fugitive Planning & Black Study (2013) by 
Stefano Harney and Fred Moten. p. 5. 
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politics perfected by Audre Lorde, Barbara Smith and other Third World feminists during the 
post civil rights era. 
The Queer Elsewheres of Black Lives 
Du Bois’ protagonist, John’s capacity to envision the possibility of an elsewhere while 
facing the ultimate reality of death provides the impetus and the raison d’etre of my project. The 
possibility of reaching the beyond, the elsewhere, a wildness, while stuck in a living hell of 
incessant migrations across America at the end of which awaits a prison cell, or a single room 
ocuupancy hotel, or a YMCA, or death, shapes the movement of this project. From chapter to 
chapter it circles these same spaces, these same cramped apartments, this postwar moment in 
America that had made living impossible for the benighted black people, and tries to recover that 
murmur of the sea that John had heard, that call from afar, as the characters in the novels 
gossiped, fell in love, performed drag, became dizzy under the influence of drugs and alcohol, 
and wrote their novels that never got published. 
The central idea of this project is influenced by Nadia Ellis’ fascinating intervention into 
black diaspora studies in her book, Territories Of The Soul (2015). Drawing on the work of Jose 
Muñoz, Ellis summarizes diasporic belonging as that which is shaped by loss but open to “a call 
from afar” (3). More specifically, through a study of twentieth century African American and 
Caribbean artists such as C.L.R. James, James Baldwin, George Lamming, Andrew Salkey, 
Nathaniel Mackey, and other musicians and activists, Ellis argues that black diasporic belonging 
occurs in the gap between “a persistent sense of the insufficiency of existing modes of 
belonging” and “an awareness that new forms remain inspiringly elusive” (3). It is thus a queer 
mode of belonging made possible by desire and not its fulfillment, “steady evasions of 
community (not incorporation into community)” and “imaginative yokings to very distant 
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subjects and aesthetic modes (not accompanied by the possibility of an actual connection in the 
so-called real world)” (3). By belonging to these distant material and imaginative spaces in the 
diaspora, black people inhabit what Ellis terms as “the territories of the soul,” where the “call 
from afar” pushes them to desire the outside of nation, empire, and traditional modes of 
belonging. My project’s similarity with Ellis’ work lies in my effort to recover similar modes of 
black belonging. However, Brother Outsider is not a study of black diasporic subjects that travel 
beyond the nation space. Instead, this project prioritizes those black American subjectivities that 
are always written out of black diasporic discourses because they had never discovered what lies 
beyond the American borders. The elseweheres that the black subjects of Brother Outsider quest 
after, emerge out of the possibilities entailed in their immediate surrounding and their quotidian 
rituals – the promise of writing that novel that will never reach completion or publication, a drag 
performance that like a spirit possession frees the body from the shackles of gender, drugs that 
help one relish a temporary trance, the regularity of material dispossession and loss of loved 
ones, and the terrible certainty of failure to be a “proper” black subject. These subjectivities are 
never allowed the luxury of “steady evasions of community (not incorporation into 
community),” (Ellis, 3) instead it is only by being-with their imperfect communities that they are 
able to glimpse those elsewheres.  
In this study of the “aesthetics of elsewheres” that was formulated during the Cold War 
era in America, by writers who remain on the outside of black studies, I attempt to highlight the 
affinities of black studies and queer studies. I borrow my method of inquiry from the field of 
black queer studies that gained prominence with the publication of Cathy J. Cohen’s 
groundbreaking essay, “Punks, Bulldaggers, And Welfare Queens: The Radical Potential of 
Queer Politics?” (1997) and was further perfected by José Esteban Muñoz’s brilliant study on 
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how racial and sexual minorities negotiate majority culture and find ways to belong through 
disidentificatory practices in Disidentifications: Queers of Color and the Performance of Politics 
(1999). Cohen’s essay interrogates the rights-based politics of queer studies in the nineties that 
only highlighted the struggles of sexually queer people, mostly white queer people, and pushed 
the field to move beyond a “single-oppression” framework and adopt a more inclusive politics 
that addresses the struggles of all those who lie outside the realm of white heternormativity in 
order to effectively critique and dismantle white-capitalist-heteropatriarchy. Muñoz much like 
Cohen focuses on the minoritarian subject, and formulates “disidentification” as a process by 
which minoritarian subjects transform degrading stereotypes encoded in majoritarian culture into 
empowering modes of being. However, Muñoz works with the knowledge that the desires of the 
minoritarian subjects often coincide with the desires legitimized by the dominant culture. 
Disidentifications thus traces the disidentificatory practices through which queer-of-color 
performers and artists managed to aesthetically alter the majoritarian field and coded it with 
minoritarian versions of those normative desires. Muñoz also cautions us about an antinormative 
politics that only counteridentifies, because a reactionary position is always bound to and defined 
by the master narratives it tries to destroy. Thus Muñoz writes: 
Queers are not always “properly” interpellated by the dominant public sphere’s 
heterosexist mandates because desire for a bad object offsets that process of 
reactionary ideological indoctrination. In a somewhat analogous fashion, queer 
desires, perhaps desires that negate self, desire for a white beauty ideal, are 
reconstituted by an ideological component that tells us that such modalities of 
desire and desiring are too self-compromising. We thus disidentify with the white 
ideal. We desire it but desire it with a difference. The negotiations between desire, 
identification, and ideology are a part of the important work of disidentification. 
(15) 
This method of desiring “with a difference,” is what shapes the journeys and survival methods of 
the black subjectivities that this project studies. However, the novels I discuss here represent a 
black desire for alternatives to white-capitalist-heteropatriarchy, a desire for an outside of the 
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dominant field, a desire for that which is not here, a utopian horizon of possibilities that Muñoz 
would address in his later work, Cruising Utopia (2009). It is in this work that Muñoz’s 
understanding of queer theory begins to intersect with Moten and Harney’s interpretation of 
blackness and fugitivity: 
Some people want to run things, other things want to run. If they ask you, tell 
them we were flying. (51) 
This act of flying is perhaps what is always produced as an excess of survival through 
disidentificatory practices. In other words, surviving as a minoritarian subject within the matrix 
of dominant culture is made bearable precisely at the point when one dares to fly, to soar above 
the field of power, just to catch a glimpse of that which is not here in the now. Muñoz, in 
Cruising Utopia thus reformulates queerness itself as a signifier of utoponianism, or “the warm 
illumination of a horizon imbued with potentiality” (1), that can be envisioned but never reached, 
a dream of the future. In Brother Outsider, I read this other black aesthetic tradition that came 
into being, stealthily, amidst the world-transforming tactics of the U.S. imperial State, as a 
radical method that envisions blackness itself as an “illicit capacity to desire,” as Moten explains 
in his essay, “Blackness and Nothingness” (2013). This utopianism that Muñoz speaks of and the 
“illicit” or already criminalized desire for alternative futures that Moten proposes as the very 
definition of blackness, is not the dream of a peaceful and happy future of equality and 
homogeneity, but the will to carry on and desire wild modes of being together in an ever-
changing community of criminalized bodies marked by confinement, regulation, and 
surveillance,12 as Snorton reminds us.  
                                                
12 I borrow this idea from C. Riley Snorton’s concept of the “glass closet” as a discursive space within which black 
sexuality is “marked by hypervisibility and confinement, spectacle, and speculation” (4). For a more detailed 
discussion of how the glass closet frames the mainstream media’s obsession with sexually transgressive black 
bodies see Nobody Is Supposed to Know: Black Sexuality on the Down Low (2014).  
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Ilicit Elsewheres and Queered Belongings 
Building on Moten’s and Harney’s work on the desire to “fly” or the desire to transcend 
the field of the normative to envision alternatives, and Muñoz’s outlining of the desire for that 
which is not here while being-with and in the present, Brother Outsider attempts to emplace the 
works of Chester Himes, Robert Deane Pharr, Clarence Cooper Jr., and Iceberg Slim within 
black queer thought’s long history of articulating a liberatory politics rooted in desire. However, 
this long history also shows us that when the desiring subject is black, with all its intersecting 
vectors of identifications, the desire, even if it is for that which the dominant culture codes as 
proper and licit, becomes illicit and queer, because blackness is always coded as sexually 
transgressive or deviant, a point that queer-of-color critique13 makes us aware of. We can thus 
safely interpret that the black body is a social construct utilized by white mainstream discourses 
for the purposes of encoding it as pathological and therefore inferior, and by black mainstream 
discourses for the purposes of making a case for its smooth interpellation as subjects worthy of 
American citizenship and rights. Published in the same year as Muñoz’s Disidentifications, 
Robert Reid-Pharr demonstrates in Conjugal Union (1999) that blackness itself indexes all those 
desires and values that cannot be contained within the discourses through which households and 
nations are constructed. Thus Reid-Pharr inaugurated the possibilities entailed in studying 
African American literature as a queer literature from its onset. 
                                                
13 In Aberrations in Black (2004), Roderick Ferguson defines “queer of color” analysis as an intervention that is 
interested in the materiality of discourses but unlike Marxism, liberalism, and revolutionary nationalism, queer of 
color analysis doesn’t read the family as natural but as a construct of the capitalist nation-state that gains power 
through the regulation of race, sexuality, and gender. Thus queer of color critique “debunks the idea that race, 
class, gender, and sexuality are discrete formations” (4), and instead helps us understand how the national 
formations and racialisms are intricately connected. By juxtaposing important sociological studies with those of 
African American literary texts Ferguson demonstrates how through the regulation of sexual differences 
canonical sociology interprets African American culture as pathological and deviant.  
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Brother Outsider focuses on those black subjectivities that display a mode of being that 
indexes the “aberrations in black.” In what follows I detail how the experience of being on the 
outside of all acceptable definitions of being a proper black man helped Chester Himes (his life 
before he traveled abroad), Robert Deane Pharr, Clarence Cooper Jr., and Iceberg Slim create 
fictional worlds that offer us the possibilities of the emergences made possible by the terrible 
experience of being on the wrong side of proper, and therefore being refused the safety of 
households and the perks of being a citizen. 
Studying these Cold War era texts at a time when America is sliding back into Jim Crow 
era racism and actively cleansing the American body politic by deporting black and brown 
undocumented and legal immigrants with a supposed criminal history, killing off black 
Americans with the help of its militarized police, along with the ongoing gentrification that is 
turning the cities white again and pushing out black and brown subjects to the remote margins 
and rendering them literally homeless, means that we must ask the following set of questions: 
What does it mean to understand blackness as a political identity that describes various subjects 
who are not all black in terms of origin? How do we “become dispossessed of the sovereign self 
and enter into forms of collectivity that oppose forms of dispossession that systematically 
jettison populations from modes of collective belonging and justice” (Butler and Athanasiou, 
location 108, par.2)?14 How can the study of movements within the nation space, or in-
                                                
14 This is the question that lies at the heart of Judith Butler and Athena Athanasiou’s Dispossession: The 
Performative in the Political (2013). In this book Butler and Athanasiou attempt to uncouple the colonial and 
neoliberal discourses that dispossess one from the philosophical idea that dispossession is a condition of being 
that allows one to be-with the other in order to form coalitions that resist such acts of dispossession. In other 
words, when activists gather on the street, they become exposed to the police, however, that kind of dispossession 
(exposure of mutual vulnerabilities), allows them to confront their own dispossession by the police and the state. 
The novels that I study similarly tackle the idea of homelessness as a terrible state of destitution and yet 
demonstrate that such material homelessness also helps them seek connections with the other in order to resist 
their damnation. 
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migrations, that are not triumphant but marked by insurmountable loss, help us understand the 
desire for the elsewheres or desire for that which is not here yet? 
I therefore offer this project as an intervention into black studies, particularly, black 
diasporic studies, in order to broaden our understanding of movement and push the field to 
consider the possibilities of in-migrations that also move bodies towards unknown elsewheres 
through the act of writing, the capacity to love, have sex, do drugs, and gossip. In other words, in 
each of the chapters in this project, I focus on the representations of in-migrations of 
marginalized people whose journeys seem to take them nowhere; they are forever in transit, in 
motion, yet always in spaces marked by confinement, surveillance, and regulation.15 By 
demonstrating the quotidian certainties of such movements, made uncertain yet bearable by the 
flights of fancy, I only highlight the existence of an alternative aesthetics that loosely binds some 
of these writers into a queer black tradition that had coexisted alongside the black nationalistic 
aesthetics that was more certain about its political goals and dreams. 
In the first chapter of this dissertation, “Barred Masculinities: Spatial Constructions of 
Race, Gender, and Sexuality in Chester Himes’ Yesterday Will Make You Cry” I discuss Chester 
Himes’ depiction of race and homosexuality in Yesterday Will Make You Cry (1998), a prison 
novel based on the seven years he had spent at Ohio State Penetentiary from 1929-1936. This 
novel was first published in 1953 (although it was scheduled for publication in 1952) as Cast The 
First Stone after Himes granted the publisher the right to cut off what Himes describes as “the 
heart, the pulsebeat and emotion, of the story” in a letter to his friend Carl Van Vechten in 1953. 
The “heart” of this novel was the intense homosexual romance between the white protagonist 
Jimmy Monroe and a darker man named Prince Rico. Interestingly, in the blurb that 
                                                
15 See note 11. 
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accompanied the 1972 republication of Cast, the blurb writer misidentified the protagonist’s race 
as black. I therefore argue that much like James Baldwin’s Giovanni’s Room (1956), Himes’ use 
of a white persona does not erase the significance of race in the novel but actually sharpens it. By 
representing the familiar tropes and spaces through which blackness is coded in this culture, such 
as a dominating mother and a broken home, criminal behavior, hypermasculinity, homophobia, 
and the ultimate signifier of blackness, that is, the prison, Himes calls the protagonist’s whiteness 
into question. In fact, by having a white protagonist in spaces that are traditionally understood as 
black, Himes highlights the socio-spatial construction of blackness in America. Himes thus 
transgresses all notions of a straight black male writer at a time when the paternalistic discourses 
of the growing Black Power Movement was actively trying to dissociate homosexuality and 
blackness by interpreting intragender desire as a white desire. Himes transgresses race by making 
his protagonist white and trespasses his reality as a heterosexual writer by introducing an intense 
homosexual love story in the prison where intragender sex is understood as circumstantial, or as 
an act of displaying masculine prowess through the subjugation of the “sissy,” or the “girly-boy.” 
Himes’s novel proved to be a bit too out of sync with its time and the original version of the 
novel would not get published until 1998. In Yesterday, Jimmy Monroe travels the full spectrum 
of masculinity by first accepting and embracing his sexual desire for another man and then 
deciding to sacrifice the possibility of a pardon by following Rico, his lover, to the degenerates’ 
ward, a decision Jimmy declares was prompted by his “warped and unmoral way” that “made 
him something; it made him a man” (360). Rico’s love helps Jimmy become a writer and 
invigorates him with the dream of being a traveler, a flâneur of sorts to far off places that his life 
as both a convict and a poor white person will perhaps never allow. Thus this chapter details the 
transformative possibilities of embracing the “unmoral and the warped,” while behind bars. 
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In the second chapter, “The Aberrant Routes of Desire: Polyamory, Interracial 
friendships, and Minoritarian Cosmopolitics in Robert Deane Pharr’s S.R.O.,” I attend to the 
mostly unremembered work of Robert Deane Pharr, who had received some critical attention 
after the publication of his first novel, The Book of Numbers in 1969. However, his second novel, 
S.R.O. published two years later in 1971 failed to repeat the success of Numbers and Robert 
Deane Pharr gradually went into oblivion in spite of writing and publishing three more novels. In 
this chapter I analyze the portrayal of a wild space like the Hotel Logan located in Harlem, New 
York City, in Pharr’s autobiographical novel, S.R.O. The denizens of this single room occupancy 
hotel (S.R.O.) are a wild bunch: they are both black and white, straight and queer, male and 
female, crazy and sane, but what makes friendships possible across such modalities of difference 
is their unquenchable thirst for drugs, alcohol, sex, gossip and their common grudge against the 
system that dispossess them every day. Instead of pining for the possibility of an actual escape 
from their conditions (since there is none), the characters often attempt to re-imagine the filthy 
and stinking place of the Logan by indulging in unconventional friendships, love, sex, drugs, 
drag, criminal behavior, and art. Pharr’s novel thus offers a different look at the Cold War era 
and its marginalization of the poor, especially those that are understood as the lumpenproletariat. 
 Although the novel is narrated by a college educated black man, Sid Bailey, the only one 
with a job that pays, Pharr refuses to portray him as a reliable narrator and in the process 
disallows the comfort of judging the S.R.O. folks as a bunch of degenerates. In the S.R.O. world, 
Sid, much like Jimmy in Himes’ novel, has to let go of his pride of being a “square,” as the 
Logan inmates call him, and give in to the wildness, in the company of the interracial lesbian duo 
Joey and Jinny, Sinman, the rich white bohemian drug dealer, Charlie who is a big black blind 
man, Gloria his lover who is a prostitute and a nymphomaniac, Sharlee, the Dutch-Javanese-
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Iranian-Mandean-Bostonian who is worshipped and coveted by all including Sid, and the many 
women with whom he has to share his bed without having sex. In sum, the Logan is a funny 
house that offers Sid ever-changing maps of the aberrant routes of desire that ultimately make 
him a writer. If cosmopolitanism means an openness to the world and a capacity to interact 
across cultural lines, then the Loganites embody a minoritarian cosmopolitanism that allows for a 
coalition that is capable of gluing together lives that are experientially different yet bound by a 
sense of brokenness and dreams of elsewheres. Thus the minoritarian cosmopolitcs that S.R.O. 
gives voice to helps resist and make visible the ugliness at the heart of the U.S. nationalist 
project that transforms people who fail to fit that program into the flotsam of capitalism. 
In the third chapter, “The Outsiders: Affiliation and Repair in Clarence Cooper Jr.’s 
Black! Three Short Novels,” I introduce yet another virtually forgotten novelist who had 
published seven novels and yet died destitute in the YMCA, at 23rd street in New York City. 
Although Harlan Ellison, a very controversial but prolific sci-fi writer, was Clarence Cooper Jr.’s 
editor, and had written the 1963 foreword to Black!, Cooper failed to repeat the success of his 
debut novel, The Scene (1960), a novel about the dark underworld of drugs and crime. Cooper is 
thus one of the early writers of black pulp literature, along with Robert Deane Pharr, before 
Iceberg Slim would make black pulp popular and profitable again in 1967. The three short novels 
in Black! abound with themes of antinormative worldmaking. Together they offer a scathing 
critique of black capitalist heteropatriarchy, the corrupt world of the black church, and the 
racially prejudiced and sexist discourses of the hugely popular Nation of Islam. In order to grasp 
the revolutionary potential of Cooper’s work that was shunned by his contemporaries, I analyze 
the effects of Cold War politics on the black American struggle for equality and voting rights in 
the post World War II era. I argue that the anti-Soviet propaganda and pro-corporate policies at 
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the heart of the nation building logic successfully created a “great divide between the black 
people on the Hill” and those who lived in the “Hollow” as Baldwin framed it during his 
conversations with Julius Lester, in April 1984. Cooper thus pens a sharp critique of the black 
bourgeoisie and its exploitation of the black underclass in the inner cities, especially black 
women in the three short novels. Cooper’s protagonists are all black working class men who 
eventually learn to respect, love, and make common cause with those violated black women who 
make them aware of the corruption of the black religious organizations and the black bourgeoisie 
through their everyday struggles and modes of resistance. Cooper’s work therefore offers 
alternative portrayals of black masculinity that was cognizant of black women’s struggles in a 
heteropatriarchal and capitalist world, and advocates a politics of coalition across gender within 
black communities that was already being voiced by some of the black queer feminists like 
Audre Lorde, a contemporary of Cooper. By reading for bonding across difference, this chapter 
recasts the collection’s familiar heterosexual romance plot to illuminate the constrictive and 
separatist ideals that haunt the all too familiar narrative of manhood that mainstream discourses 
of nationalism, both black and white, often preach. I therefore argue that Cooper deploys the 
power of empathy to carve out a narrative and ideological space within which black masculine 
subjects strive to reclaim the racialized terrain of the inner city and the nation space along with 
black women, without repeating the white paternalistic discourses of ownership. 
In the fourth and final chapter, “Horrors of the Heteronormative: Queer Futurity and 
Cross-Identificatory Recognitions in Iceberg Slim’s Mama Black Widow,” I read Iceberg Slim’s 
third novel, Mama Black Widow (1969) as an important pre-Stonewall era black queer text that 
was widely popular amongst the inner city readership, in spite of its portrayal of a black 
homosexual transvestite’s life in a Chicago inner city between the depression era and the post-
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civil rights moment of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s assassination in 1968. I argue that Mama 
voices the contradictions of propriety and impropriety, heterosexuality and homosexuality, 
machismo and femininity, black and white, and America and the other within its borders that 
make up the semantic field of blackness and maleness – in sum, the contradictions that charge 
black popular culture, as Stuart Hall reminds us in his influential essay on black popular 
culture.16Written in 1968 and published in 1969, Mama Black Widow is a rare instance of a pre-
Stonewall era black pulp novel that archives queer black life in the urban inner city of Chicago 
and presents a very nuanced and complex portrayal of the inner city beyond the usual “gangsta-
pimp-ho” tropes that had saturated street literature or urban fiction in the sixties. In Mama, Slim 
problematizes the cultural preference of that time period to sever homosexuality from the black 
male identity and instead allows black, gay, and male to coexist, by highlighting the discourses 
that shape those identities as discreet and contradictory. I contend that by making the 
protagonist’s queer sexuality central to the narrative, Slim points to a heteronormative and 
homophobic society as the cause of the trauma inflicted upon black gay men and black women, 
and also holds those same factors responsible for that which plagues all black lives in the inner 
cities: poverty, broken homes, broken dreams, rape, incarceration, criminality, and death. 
Holloway House, Slim’s publisher, began publishing a series of “black experience” novels to 
capitalize on the unrest and rage that was engulfing the inner cities in the sixties. Slim had to 
negotiate with the publisher’s interest in sensationalizing the portrayal of the inner city as a dark 
underworld of crime and pessimism in order to craft a novel about black homosexuality at a time 
when such a theme promised loss rather than profit. I argue that Slim, through disidentificatory 
practices, manages to carve out a space for queer themes in black pulp novels by working with 
                                                
16 For a longer discussion of Stuart Hall’s “What is ‘black’ in black popular culture” (1992), go to p. 150. 
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the stereotypes of homosexuality coded in black macho culture to unravel the absurdity that lies 
underneath its veneer of authenticity. Slim attends to the reality of violence that marks a black 
queer body but ultimately allows his protagonist Otis Tilson to reclaim the contested terrain of 
the racialized geography of the inner city by disidentifying with his embodiment within that 
space as a freak. Through Otis’ capacity for recognizing the antagonist’s fear as a desperate 
attempt at holding onto the fiction of heterosexuality, Slim manages to turn the joke on the 
dominant claims of black masculinity and outlines the possibilities of a different future that the 
queer subculture of Chicago had to offer. However, Slim’s “politicized cruising” (Cruising 
Utopia, 18) of Chicago’s pre-Stonewall Era queer subculture is attentive to the material 
conditions that make Stel’s, Lucy’s, and the other white queers’ existence less harsh than that of 
Otis’s life as a queer black man on the Westside of Chicago. In Slim’s description of the queer 
parties, friendships, and nightlife, the reader, as Muñoz urges us, is able “to feel hope and to feel 
utopia” (Cruising Utopia, 18), in spite of the darkness and tragedy that haunts the novel. 
I conclude by offering some thoughts on how this black queer tradition of reclaiming 
racialized geographies with the possibilities of elseweheres relates to the current moment of 
black activism as codified by the black queer feminists who birthed the Movement for Black 
Lives platform in 2016. In particular, I argue that this study can serve as a model for forming 
coalitions across different antiracist activist groups that can effectively address America’s 
capitalist/imperialist discourses of ownership that maim and debilitate nonwhite, especially black 
and queer bodies of color through militarization of police and wars. Given the Trump 
administration’s violence on immigrants of color, especially those who are Muslims, and 
continued violence on black Americans, especially those who are materially impoverished, I 
emphasize the importance of re-visiting these Cold War era novels to understand how those who 
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are maimed by the American project of white supremacy can form coalitions across race, gender, 
sexuality, religion, and nationality, in order to create more effective and comprehensive antiracist 
platforms of resistance. Fantasy, idealism, and the capacity of envisioning elsewheres that are not 
coded through capitalist logic of dispossession can help us re-imagine the possibilities of nations 
without militarized borders, and states that perform the important function of redistribution of 
capital and not safeguarding of capital on behalf of transnational corporations.  
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Chapter 1:  
Barred Masculinities: Spatial Constructions of Race, Gender, and Sexuality in 
Chester Himes’ Yesterday Will Make You Cry. 
I wanted to leave Cleveland and Ohio and all the United States of 
America and go somewhere I could escape the thought of my 
parents and my brother, somewhere black people weren’t 
considered the shit of the earth. It took me forty years to discover 
that such a place does not exist. 
⎯Chester Himes, The Quality of Hurt (1972) 
Black matters are spatial matters.  
⎯Katherine McKittrick, Demonic Grounds (2006) 
For the descendants of slaves work … signifies servitude, misery, 
and subordination. Artistic expression, expanded beyond 
recognition from the grudging gifts offered by the masters as a 
token substitute for freedom from bondage, therefore, becomes the 
means towards both individual self-fashioning and communal 
liberation. 
⎯Paul Gilroy, The Black Atlantic: Modernity and  
    Double Consciousness (1993) 
 In his autobiography, The Quality of Hurt (1972), Chester Himes recalls with terrible 
frankness how those seven and half years (1928–1936), in “one of the most violent prisons on 
earth” (65), The Ohio State Penitentiary, had prepared him for a life of absurdity as a black 
person in America. In 1983, when his biographer, Michel Fabre asked Himes if the label 
“surrealist” writer did justice to his literary career, Himes replied that even though he had no 
relationship with the surrealist school of thought, he felt that the absurdity of racism made black 
people “surrealists,” naturally, and that the best expressions of that black surrealism had been 
voiced by the blues musicians (Conversations with Chester Himes, 140). Prison had hurt him, 
however, Himes reminisces that there was “nothing racial about [his] hurt” (70). Himes writes 
that he became a man in prison and that his life in captivity taught him about survival – taught 
him that “white people, black people, all people” would do anything to survive. Violence thus 
framed the essence of manhood for Himes both in prison and in the “free-world,” and he would 
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no longer be surprised to witness the horrors of both racist and masculine violence after he was 
released from prison on parole (Quality, 65-66). However, Himes also makes clear that more 
than the mastery of masculine performances, it was his writing that had been his armor in prison 
because the “black convicts had both an instinctive respect for and fear of a person who could sit 
down at a typewriter and write, and whose name appeared in newspapers and magazines outside” 
(64). To be sure, for Himes, the carceral space of the prison was not much different from the 
brothels in Columbus or the gambling joints in Cleveland, run by Italian gangsters, or the shining 
world of Hollywood where Himes for the first time felt the color of his hurt – blackness 
imprisoned him in the “free-world” more than it did in the prison. Prison was the 
spectacularization of the racial-capitalist violence that Himes would only recognize, well beyond 
the prison years: when he would fail to get a proper job because of his race, and as a result of 
which he would be tormented by the thought of not being the ideal heteropatriarchal husband to 
his beautiful wife Jean Johnson, who initially had found a better job than him. This chapter 
delves into Himes’ autobiographical prison novel to understand how in spite of the absenting of 
racial differences in Yesterday Will Make You Cry ([1953] 1998), Chester Himes still manages to 
craft a scathing critique of the patriarchal and capitalist discourses of ownership through which 
bodies deemed unmanly and improper are criminalized, disciplined, and thus racialized.  
Since “black matters are spatial matters” (xii), as Katherine McKittrick demonstrates in 
her groundbreaking work, Demonic Grounds (2006), I posit that Himes employs a very similar 
logic to portray the prison as a contested terrain of white capitalism through which certain 
subjects are produced as dehumanized abjects. Black migrants in the inner cities, queer people, 
and poor people were made into a surplus population by the shifting forces of industrial 
capitalism during the early part of the twentieth century. In Capital in the chapter on the 
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production of an “Industrial Reserve Army,” Marx focuses on how the “accumulation of capital” 
transforms certain portions of the working population that produces the accumulation of capital, 
in the first place, into a “relatively superfluous” stratum of the working class. The precarity of 
this “industrial reserve army” is then utilized/exploited during the “varying phases of the 
industrial cycle,” for further capitalist accumulation and production of more surplus masses 
(783-785). 17 It is in this precarity of the surplus population, or that section of the colonized, that 
Frantz Fanon in The Wretched Of The Earth (1963, 2004), locates its revolutionary potential 
unlike Marx and writes:  
The lumpenproletariat constitutes a serious threat to the ‘security’ of the town and 
signifies the irreversible rot and the gangrene eating into the heart of colonial domination. 
So the pimps, the hooligans, the unemployed, and the petty criminals, when approached 
give the liberation struggle all they have got, devoting themselves to the cause like 
valiant workers. (81-82)  
 
In the twentieth century, the shifting forces of industrialization transformed lower class African 
American migrants, the queer of all races, and the poor into this exploitable stratum of the 
working class and criminalized them. This twentieth century racial capitalism thus effectively 
reproduced the foundational logic of slavery. In the North under the guise of reformation large 
numbers of this population were put away in prison, as Chester Himes depicts in Yesterday. In 
sum, racial capitalism transformed the migrant black population into the lumpenproletariat for 
further exploitation and accumulation of capital for the white bourgeoisie. Himes, unlike Fanon 
does not envision the prisoners as radical revolutionaries but more as ordinary people who try to 
                                                
17 The term “lumpenproletariat,” sometimes referred to as the “gutter-proletariat” and “proletariat in rags” goes 
through certain changes in Marx’s work that is important to note here. In the Communist Manifesto (1848), Marx 
and Engels describe the lumpenproletariat as “the social scum, that passively rotting mass thrown off by the 
lowest layers of the old society, may, here and there, be swept into the movement by a proletarian revolution; its 
conditions of life, however, prepare it far more for the part of a bribed tool of reactionary intrigue (Chapter 1). 
Thus in the Manifesto the lumpenproletariat is depicted as a dangerous class without much of a revolutionary 
potential. However, in Capital in the chapter on the production of an “Industrial Reserve Army,” Marx engages 
more with the production of a surplus population for the purposes of generating more wealth. 
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resist their dehumanization at all costs. Himes survived by writing and most importantly, 
anchored himself through an intense relationship with another black inmate with whom he had 
corresponded even after his prison years. In Yesterday, Himes highlights this spatial or 
geographical arrangement through which the lumpenproletariat is punished, disciplined, and 
racialized. Although the protagonist of Yesterday is white, Himes manages to offer details of the 
spectacular Southern styled racist violence that marks the bodies of black convicts, some of 
whom were queer and suffered from mental illnesses. It is interesting to point out that as a white, 
good looking, convict, Jimmy Monroe, in spite of his disability, survives incarceration without 
experienceing the kind of violence that nonwhite and queer men were subjected to within the 
prison space.  
The Northern Prison and the Afterlives of Slavery 
This prison novel was forged by the hellish fire that had engulfed the Ohio State 
Pentientiary on April 21, 1930, a fire that left three hundred and twenty-two prisoners dead, and 
Chester Himes, a witness to the charred remains of his fellow inmates. It would be chronicled as 
the most deadly prison fire in U.S. history. On April 22, 1930, New York Times published a 
report that estimated the death toll to over three hundred with another hundred and fifty in 
critical condition, many of whom would die soon after. The report also mentioned a gruesome 
detail about the prison condition, the fact that the penitentiary was over-crowded, and had housed 
“4300 prisoners in accommodations designed for 1500.” It was therefore not surprising that the 
place was “transformed into a human pyre… when fire swept through four cell blocks and wiped 
out the lives of more than 330 men in the brief space of about an hour” (New York Times, 1). 
Dennis Childs, in his excellent chapter on Himes’ Yesterday, uses the phrase “tight-packed” 
(143) to shed light on the Southern-styled racist violence that had structured the Northern prison 
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space and rightly draws attention to the similar profit oriented methods that were employed 
during slavery in a note to the chapter:  
[tight-packing] highlights the degree to which the warehousing of nearly five 
thousand prisoners into a prison designed for fifteen hundred bears haunting 
resemblance to the cargoing methodology of chattel slavery … which called for 
the “tight-packing” of slave holds with as many bodies as possible 
notwithstanding the extremely high death rates this practice inflicted (with the 
idea that the profitability of this method would outstrip the costs associated with 
masses of dead cargo it produced) … However, in so doing we should also be 
careful not to adopt a liberal human rights ideological framework that would read 
a “correctional” recalibration of human cargoing facilities to their “proper” 
proportion of captive bodies per cubic feet as just, humane, and progressive. In 
short, even one body in a prison, jail, or immigrant detention facility equals 
carceral overcrowding and state terrorism. (n.6, 231-232) 
Childs thus recalibrates the early twentieth century racial liberal discourse that had justified the 
northern prison as a space of reformation and correction of aberrant behaviors, and instead links 
it to the white supremacist capitalist violence that had transformed black bodies into cargo in the 
hold of the ship during the antebellum era. Childs rightly reads Himes’ prison novel as a 
narrativization of the horrors of the northern penal system that much like its southern counterpart 
had branded non heteronormative bodies, most of whom were black and queer as criminals and 
“dammed degenerate[s],” as one of the convicts in the prison remarks about one of the queer 
inmates in the penitentiary in Yesterday (30). In fact, the prison that Himes describes in the novel 
had a place marked as the “company of degenerates” (202, 360), where homosexual prisoners 
were held and further criminalized within the carceral space. 
What surprises critics the most is that although Yesterday, first published as Cast The 
First Stone in 1953 recounts a fictionalized version of Chester Himes’ life in prison from 1928 to 
1936 in the Ohio State Penitentiary, the novel is narrated by a white southern migrant from 
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Mississippi18 and racial differences fail to mobilize the plot as it usually does in a black authored 
novel. In The Quality of Hurt, Himes explains: 
My first short stories, those I wrote in prison, were not racially oriented; I did not 
write about the lives of blacks in a white world. That was to come. In prison I 
wrote about crimes and criminals, mostly about the life in prison. (65) 
Himes also documented the deadly fire in his short story “To What Red Hell?” and Esquire 
published it in 1934. The protagonist of this short story was also white and later on Himes would 
include the story about the fire in the prison novel that he began writing after he was released 
from prison. Himes’ middle class upbringing might have shielded him from the racial hurt that 
his inner city companions were more aware of. Thus it was in prison that he had first experienced 
being treated as less than human and a degenerate. Yesterday begins with Jimmy Monroe’s entry 
into the prison as “convict no. 57232” (25). Throughout the first forty pages, Himes never quite 
draws attention to Monroe’s race, but we are made aware of the fact that the northern prison is a 
homophobic space and “sissiness” is deemed as unmanly and filthy. Thus this space is also 
structured by misogyny because hierarchy amongst the prisoners is negotiated through 
hypermasculine performances rather than racial differences. It is only later on that Himes makes 
visible the presence of black convicts and their racist treatment by the prison guards.  
Himes’ racially transgressive act as a writer is best explained by Himes in an interview 
with his biographer Michel Fabre, wherein he sheds light on the racist bias of the white 
publishing industry that was not ready to publish black authored novels that dared to lay bare the 
savagery that structured the northern prison institution, although northern prisons were supposed 
to be institutions that made reformation rather than criminalization possible: 
                                                
18 In the expurgated version, Cast The First Stone (1953), the novel is narrated in first-person by the white southern 
protagonist Jimmy Monroe, however, Himes’ original manuscript had an omniscient narrator. Jimmy’s life before 
prison is very similar to that of Himes’ own life before prison, including the description of the armed robbery that 
precipitates both Himes’ and Jimmy’s incarceraton. 
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In my early prison stories, I wrote about white characters. It made publication 
possible, or at least easier, in big magazines like Esquire. When I started writing 
in the U.S. in the early thirties, a black writer had a hard time getting published. 
For a long time no one realized that I was a Negro. I wrote about white men 
because their problems were the problems of convicts, no matter what color they 
were. They experienced the same emotions, whether they were black or white. 
(“Chester Himes Direct,” 125) 
Himes thus carves out a space for himself as a black writer within the white publishing world by 
adopting a universalist perspective that allowed him to get published in the first place. However, 
he also manages to voice his protest against the U.S. carceral space and the “disciplinary” 
measures deployed by the nation to criminalize and isolate the white poor, queer, disabled, and 
black masses from the white bourgeois citizens. In this interview, Himes also mentions how the 
Second World War and America’s role in it had prompted him to focus on the plight of the 
ordinary people in America and not just the particular experiences of black American people: 
During the war, tragedy was an everyday experience, and the heightened 
emotions sometimes changed a person’s feelings about things. The protagonist of 
“So Softly Smiling” wonders about the role Negroes might play in the war, about 
the possibility of national unity. The Negro ultimately realizes that his part is as 
important as that of a white American. (125-126) 
Himes takes up this question of the role of the black American citizen in the war against fascism, 
in his 1942 essay, “Now Is The Time! Here Is The Place!” Himes points out that although “each 
of the nations of the United Nations is fighting primarily for status quo – to retain its 
interpretation of freedom as embodied in its statutes and administered by its government, the 
boundaries of its domain, and the resources thereof” (214), the black American has no choice but 
to join the American white troops because the colonized in other nations are also in this fight to 
make possible a better life after. Himes does not spare America of its racism and its brutal 
treatment of black citizens but submits to the “common peril and common objectives” (219) that 
had the potential of uniting the world for a better future for all races. However, Himes’ view of 
achieving freedom for black Americans would drastically change by 1944 when he pens the 
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essay, “Negro Martyrs Are Needed” in which he boldly underscores the importance of a violent 
and bloody revolution for solving the problem of the color line in America. We can thus say that 
Himes in his early work, especially in Yesterday and Cast, uses a “color-blind” mode of 
narration in order to underscore the persistence of the white supremacist ideology that had 
enslaved Africans and other non black people for the purposes of building this nation as a white 
bourgeois space. In the postbellum era and well into the twentieth century, northern neoslavery 
carries on the legacy of white supremacy through the lumpenproletarization of black southern 
migrants, inner city black citizens, queer and disabled people, and the white poor. Thus Himes 
uses the “color-blind” word “convict” to highlight the “state’s branding of socially taxonimized 
bodies as ‘just convicts’ [and] performs a relative racial deconstruction of the universal white 
citizen subject [by depicting its] perilous fall toward blackness” (148), as Dennis Childs 
brilliantly points out in his book Slaves of the State (2015). 
Himes achieves this by interjecting several instances of both spectacular and quotidian 
violence sanctioned by the state within the northern penitentiary in the novel. One of the most 
spectacular moments of such violence is when the prison guards start rounding up the very 
convicts who instead of using the opportunity to escape the prison while the cell doors were 
open, had thrown themselves into harm’s way to save the lives of other prisoners stuck in the 
fire: 
A snarling jam of convicts, who but short moments ago had been sweating heroes, 
were now jammed in a ragged, surging, snarling mass about a circle of policement 
who stood about the cell house door with submachine guns held at ready. … And 
then a crippled convict broke from the line of tight-jammed convicts and ran 
toward the policemen in a hobbling, one-sided gait. A young policeman raised his 
gun and aimed. The convicts tensed. (101) 
While Himes describes this scene reminiscent of a “page torn from Dante’s Inferno” (95) by 
highlighting the heroism of the convicts and the apathy of the prison authorities for the lives of 
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the prisoners, the New York Times in the typical liberal mode of reporting showcases the 
benevolence of the state with a subheading meant to assure its readers that in spite of the 
temporary breakdown of law and order the prison authorities tried to save lives: “Dead and 
Dying Cover Ground as White-Robed Doctors Try to Save Them.”19 The detail about the white 
robes of the doctors thus carries an extrametaphorical valence given that while describing the 
charred bodies of the prisoners in an overcrowded prison, the report had to find a way to also 
portray the heroism of the doctors as a representation of the liberal values of the nation itself. In 
the next few months the New York Times continued reporting on the incendiary act of a few 
unruly prisoners that had set the prison ablaze in the first place and chastised the inefficiency of 
this particular Ohio prison which had failed to maintain the federal guidelines regarding fire 
safety in such a large prison.20 My point here is that Himes’ novel Yesterday helps us understand 
the lie that had structured the liberal explanation regarding the benevolent nature of the northern 
penitentiary and its break from the racist practices that were still prevalent in the South. In the 
North, prisons were supposed to help discipline and “reform” the prisoners while in the South 
prisoners were criminalized and treated unfairly – a logic designed to promote the idea of 
northern racial progressivism over southern plantation styled white supremacy. 
Himes’ protagonist, Jimmy, at times internalizes the nation’s justification of incarceration 
of those who fail to be law-abiding citizens and offers us lines such as: 
In the absence of discipline, these men ceased to be human; they reverted into 
slavering, lustful wanton beasts. They did the things which they had always 
wanted to do; they gambled and argued and degenerated, they had that punk 
they’d always wanted to have. Beginning that night, and during the days 
                                                
19 "335 Convicts Die In Ohio Prison Fire; Troops Subdue 2,000 Free In The Yard; Three Other Fires Set In Escape 
Plot." New York Times (1923-Current file), Apr 22, 1930, pp. 1. ProQuest. 
20 For instance see "Found Conditions Bad At Ohio Prison," New York Times (1923-Current file), Apr 22, 1930, pp. 
3. ProQuest. 
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following, they ran wild like packs of wolves, stole from each other and robbed 
each other with knives at throats in darkness. (161) 
Perhaps such moments in the novel helped with its publication in 1953, but most importantly, 
they help us understand Jimmy’s transformation from a condescending college-educated and 
homophobic white southern boy to a queer lover and a writer by the end of the novel, a very 
important narrative arc that was expunged from the original novel when the publishers at 
Coward-McCann agreed to publish it as Cast The First Stone in 1952. Due to some delay Cast 
was finally published in 1953. However, Himes juxtaposes such descriptions of the prisoners 
with the brutality of the guards. We see a contrast when Himes narrativizes the militarization of 
the prison in the aftermath of the fire and the resistance put up by the prisoners against such 
dehumanization. Blocker, a friend of Jimmy’s, alerts him to the heightened security that had 
replaced the usual prison guards after the fire, as he shows him “the wire-enclosed stockade with 
machine guns mounted at each corner and armed soldiers marching in pairs up and down each 
side” (165), as the prisoners were ordered to stay inside at all times. But the threat of the machine 
guns soon becomes real when one of the “colored convict[‘s] … head flew up into the air,” and 
“a gooey mass of brains” lay spattered on the white sheet in front of Jimmy and Blocker (166). 
In another scene well before the Easter Monday Fires, Himes details the brutal killing of Perry, a 
mentally ill black convict, by the prison guards as his fellow inmate pleaded with the guards to 
“let that poor bastard alone, he’s crazy” (77). 
These scenes of spectacular violence against the inmates, especially the inmates of color, 
help portray the racialized nature of this prison in spite of the absence of a black protagonist in 
Yesterday. Himes also punctuates these moments of brutalities with the everyday drudgery and 
filth that framed the lives of the inmates. When Jimmy incurs one of the prison official’s 
disfavor, he is transferred to a cellblock known as the “Three-C Company.” It had acquired that 
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name because “cranks, cripples, and cocksuckers,” in sum, those that were misfits within the 
already exilic world of the prison, were held there. Ironically, it was part of a block that was 
“old, crumbling, dark, damp, dim,” and was rumored to have housed prisoners of the Civil War 
previously. The block has “no sanitation” and is full of bedbugs that keep Jimmy and the others 
up throughout the night (74). Thus the inmates, especially the ones who are queer, disabled, and 
mentally ill are treated even more violently than the others. By slipping in that detail about the 
Civil War prisoners, Himes seems to suggest that the prison was an extension of the very 
mechanisms of torture, racialization, and criminalization through which the U.S. had established 
itself as a democratic nation with no place for slavery after the Civil War. However, the most 
poignant parts of the book reside in those moments where Himes portrays the everyday 
resistances that the prisoners managed to put up to assert their humanity in the face of utter 
degradation. In the aftermath of the Easter Monday Fire, “a committee of twelve convicts was 
formed to direct a campaign of passive resistance against the warden who… had stood outside 
the front gates with a shotgun in his hands all during the fire, prepared to shoot down any convict 
whom he saw trying to escape” (162). Even though these efforts on the part of the prisoners are 
answered with more guns and brutality by the prison authorities, and the loss of more convict 
lives, they help us understand that the oppressed never cease to speak and assert their existence. 
The generative power of Himes’ novel thus lies in these ephemeral moments in which the 
subaltern subjects reclaim space through modes of belonging that are not framed by the national 
logic of material ownership. 
It is important to note that the discourse of ownership also structures both private and 
public space in a capitalist society. Michel Foucault sheds light on the notion of the “carceral 
texture of society” in Discipline and Punish (1975):  
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The judges of normality are present everywhere. We are in the society of the 
teacher-judge, the doctor-judge, the educator-judge, the ‘social-worker’ judge; it 
is on them that the universal reign of the normative is based; and each individual, 
wherever he may find himself subjects to it his body, his gestures, his behaviour, 
his aptitudes, his achievements. The carceral network, in its compact or 
disseminated forms, with its systems of insertion, distribution, surveillance, and 
observation, has been the greatest support, in modern society, of the normalizing 
power. (304)  
The normalizing power of the carceral that Foucault so aptly describes is responsible for 
solidifying singular notions of masculinity and femininity – notions that in turn organize space 
through hierarchies of who can belong and who cannot. It is interesting that Foucault analyzes 
the disciplining of sexuality through the normalizing power of the carceral but never extends his 
analysis to include race as a crucial element of that process of normalization, a point that black 
feminists and black queer critics like Audre Lorde, Robert Reid-Pharr, Roderick Ferguson, C. 
Riley Snorton and many others have made since the 1970s.  
The white-male-heterosexual-rich normative gaze is constructed by projecting all the 
qualities that don’t fit that paradigm, onto the identities of women (both black and white), poor 
people or the underclass, black men, queer people, and immigrants. Frantz Fanon in Black Skin, 
White Masks (1952), mentions a famous example of this othering that he encounters on the 
streets of Lyon when a white child tells her mother, “Look Mama, a black man.” In the public 
space of the street, Fanon’s accumulated identity of a highly educated Antillean man is erased 
and he realizes, “I knew who I was. For the first time, I felt as if I had been simultaneously 
exploded in the gaze, in the violent gaze of the other, and at the same time, recomposed as 
another.”21 Fanon’s blackness is out of place on the streets of Lyon and therefore spectacular and 
worthy of pointing out, just like the presence of “sissies,” “crippled,” and “negro” convicts 
                                                
21 Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks, ch. 5. See also “Old and New Identities, Old and New Ethnicities” by Stuart 
Hall. Theories of Race and Racism: A Reader. Ed. Les Back and John Solomos. (New York: Routeledge. 2000), 
p.147. 
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within the space of the prison in Himes’ novel. What is interesting about this normative gaze that 
both Foucault and Fanon refer, and Himes points out in Yesterday, is that it always calls out and 
names the other while itself remaining unnamed and therefore the norm. Whiteness is never 
called out on Champs-Elysées of Paris but is often a spectacle to be pointed at on Lenox Avenue 
in Harlem, New York. Thus we see that race, gender, and sexuality are often understood through 
the ground on which they stand literally and metaphorically, and their performances are dictated 
by the social texture of that ground.  
Whiteness is not called out the way non-whiteness is. Whiteness often enjoys anonymity 
and names everything else around it. Whiteness studies critics point out that racing whiteness 
and understanding the class logic in the constructions of whiteness is crucial in deconstructing its 
normative gaze. In White (1992), Richard Dyer argues that “The point of seeing the racing of 
white is to dislodge them/us from the position of power, with all the inequities, oppression, 
privileges and sufferings in its train, dislodging them/us by undercutting the authority with which 
they/we speak and act in and on the world.” (2). Racing whiteness allows one to see the narrow 
space through which whiteness operates. The monolith of whiteness is shattered at the moment 
one factors in class, gender, and sexuality. One can be white but when whiteness is juxtaposed 
with the spatial qualifier, the trailer park or the ghetto or the prison, or the internal closet, 
whiteness is in jeopardy – “white” is tainted by the qualifier trash, signifying a white identity that 
is an abject. Scholars of whiteness studies, as Matt Wray accurately points out, are “sure-footed 
and nimble when the word that follows white is supremacy, power, privilege, or pride, but they 
tend to stumble badly when it is followed by trash” (3).22 We see similar problems in 
                                                
22 For a detailed discussion of the origins of the word “white trash,” in American culture and the different meanings 
projected onto poor rural whites throughout American history see Matt Wray’s Not Quite White: White Trash and 
the Boundaries of Whiteness (Duke University Press, 2006). 
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understanding whiteness when it occurs in a text authored by a black person. Whiteness only 
stands out when the author places it against the backdrop of blackness but when it becomes the 
viewpoint through which the story is told, critics often fail to recognize it as whiteness and 
mistake it for blackness or remain silent about it, or criticize the author for not writing for the 
black community. Richard Wright’s Savage Holiday (1954) bore its share of criticism for being a 
story about white people. In an interview with Georges Charbonnier, Wright clarifies the choice 
of whiteness in his novel: “I picked a white American businessman to attempt a demonstration 
about a universal problem ... the problem of freedom,”23 a problem that defines the lives of black 
people in America. Himes similarly uses whiteness to shed light on the spatial construction of 
race and masculinity in American society. This chapter aims to demonstrate, through a close 
reading of Himes’ Yesterday, the murkiness that precipitates when class, sexuality and spatial 
location are factored into the understanding of racial and gender constructions. It is therefore 
worthwhile to revisit the discursive mapping of identity constructions within spatial boundaries  
Gendering the Ground Beneath One’s Feet: Correlations of Space and Identity 
The terms space, place, and time are loaded with history and have been the subject of 
many philosophical debates, and the ramifications of such debates are crucial in understanding 
the constitution of the social through a spatial and temporal logic. In recent decades critics, 
literary theorists, and philosophers have labored to understand the embodiment of the “body” in 
the social space. Marxist philosophers such as Lefebvre and cultural geographers such as Edward 
Soja, David Harvey, Doreen Massey, and Yi-Fu Tuan, to name only a few, attempt to go beyond 
                                                
23 Quoted in “Mapping the Terrain of Whiteness: Richard Wright's Savage Holiday” by Lâle Demirtürk (MELUS, 
vol. 24, no. 1, 1999) p. 130. 
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a pure metaphorical concept of space/place to understand the political, historical, and cultural 
processes that produce space/place and interpellate the human subject within these categories. 
In Space and Place (1977), Yi-Fu Tuan attempts to understand the dyad of space and 
place through the lens of human experience instead of viewing these categories as pure 
metaphorical concepts. Tuan points out that place is often understood as the given, one that is 
marked and singular in nature while space is chaotic, unmarked and characterized by 
multiplicities and possibilities:  
Place is security, space is freedom: we are attached to the one and long for the 
other …”Space” is more abstract than “place.” What begins as undifferentiated 
space becomes place as we get to know it better and endow it with value … From 
the security and stability of place we are aware of the openness, freedom, and 
threat of space, and vice versa. Furthermore, if we think of space as that which 
allows movement, then place is pause; each pause in movement makes it possible 
for location to be transformed into place. (3-6).  
Tuan’s notion of these categories is therefore built on the assumption that the human subject is 
on some level whole and unitary because space becomes place through the human subjects’ 
perception and experience of it. The paradox is that the human subject is simultaneously 
produced by the categories of space, place and time, and vice versa. The categories of time, 
space, and place have often been understood by critics to exist in a hierarchical relation to each 
other. Time is higher up on the totem pole of power because time signifies movement, change, 
and history whereas space is that which lacks the kinesis of time, and is therefore passive. But in 
relation to space, place becomes the lack again, i.e. space can change while place is fixed. Such 
notions of space, place, and time once again help perpetuate the binary divisions that are the 
basis of oppressive constructions of gender and race in patriarchal regimes. Time and not space, 
participates in producing history, and the same logic constructs gender differences: the masculine 
is always the agent, the doer and the feminine is the passive, the receiver. The capitalist logic of 
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ownership dictates that agency is obtained when one is able to own the ground on which he/she 
stands.  
Virginia Woolf, hailing from an upper middle class English background, in her famous 
work, A Room of One’s Own (1929), examines whether women were capable of producing, and 
in fact free to produce work of the quality of William Shakespeare and addresses the limitations 
that past and present women face as writers and as producers of culture. She ascribes the reason 
for the lack of women’s presence in the history of literature to patriarchal domination that 
disallowed women to own property and confined them to domestic spaces. Women’s bodies 
before Woolf’s time were appropriated by the patriarchal regime and transformed into 
reproductive machines. Not having access to financial freedom women before Woolf were not 
able to pass down wealth to their daughters or use their capital to build places of learning for 
them, such as Oxford and Cambridge, for their daughters. Woolf concludes that “a woman must 
have money and a room of her own if she is to write fiction.” (4). Her upper middle class 
background thus makes Woolf conclude that ownership of place is crucial for agency – a theory 
that Alice Walker counters in her essay, “In Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens” (1983). Walker in 
her essay pays tribute to the creative legacy that black women before her time, left behind as an 
inspiration for their daughters, in spite of not even having the luxury of owning their bodies. 
Doreen Massey points out similarly how private and public spaces become gendered in the 
English context. A woman’s place is at “home.” The semiotics of home conjures up notions of 
stability and nostalgia and therefore stasis. Men embark on long voyages, wage wars in far off 
places, take risks in public spaces, but yearn to come “home” and rest in the loving company of 
their wives and mothers. Women and home are equated in most patriarchal discourses of 
nationality, patriotism, and so on. Through ownership of the home/nation/woman the normative 
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masculine identities assert their power in most societies. In Space, Place, and Gender (1994), 
Massey writes of this connection between women and home or private spaces in patriarchal 
regimes:  
Space and place are important in the construction of gender relations and in 
struggles to change them. From the symbolic meaning of spaces/places and the 
clearly gendered messages which they transmit, to straightforward exclusion by 
violence, spaces and places are not only themselves gendered but, in their being 
so, they both reflect and affect the ways in which gender is constructed and 
understood. The limitation of women's mobility, in terms both of identity and 
space, has been in some cultural contexts a crucial means of subordination. 
Moreover the two things – the limitation on mobility in space, the attempted 
consignment/confinement to particular places on the one hand, and the limitation 
on identity on the other – have been crucially related. (179).   
We see such examples of “exclusion by violence” in the public space during slavery and Jim 
Crow era in this country. Through the control and restriction of the mobility of black bodies, 
especially the black male body in the public space, white masculinity established its power as the 
norm.  
In the battle for masculine supremacy between white men and black men, women, 
especially white women, were used as currency. The war veteran in Ellison’s Invisible Man 
(1952) aptly describes what freedom would mean for a black man in the North:  
“Deep down you’re thinking about the freedom you’ve heard about up North, and 
you’ll try it once, just to see if what you’ve heard is true … Most of the time he’ll 
be working, and so much of his freedom will have to be symbolic. And what will 
be his or any man’s most easily accessible symbol of freedom? Why a woman 
[ole white trash woman] of course. In twenty minutes he can inflate that symbol 
with all the freedom which he’ll be too busy working to enjoy the rest of the 
time.” (152-153).  
White men owned white women just as they owned the national space. Freedom as the war 
veteran sarcastically points out means more than just equal rights to black men. It meant 
gaining/seizing back the very masculinity that was snatched from them. Frederick Douglass in 
his 1845 Narrative makes vivid this equation of masculinity, freedom, and empowerment 
Biswas 48 
through the scene in which he physically wrestles with the white overseer Covey, better known 
as the “nigger-breaker” in the plantation. The masculinity that was snatched away from him at 
the moment Douglass was forced to silently witness the beating of his mother figure Aunt Hester 
in the hands of her white master24 was won back when he overpowered Covey physically. The 
wrestling scene is soon followed by the narration of his escape from slavery and of being finally 
free. Soon after Emancipation, freedom for most African American men meant yearning for 
ownership of land, capital, and home, and struggling to find employment. But ownership of 
space was a luxury for most black men, so they attempted to forge masculinity out of the bronze 
of their everyday labor-intensive life. Maurice O. Wallace in Constructing the Black Masculine 
(2002), argues that Black Freemasons like Martin Delany worked to recruit black men in the 
army, since soldiering is a labor that symbolizes nationhood, citizenship, and masculinity (three 
factors that were missing from the lives of black men especially in the nineteenth century, and 
through most of twentieth century as well). Tracing the connection between the black 
Freemasons and the civil rights protestors of the 60’s, Wallace writes the “history of 
Freemasonry (its Solomonic lineage) disclose manliness itself to be the most fundamental of ‘the 
claims of the Black Man’ (‘I Am A MAN,’ 1960s civil rights protestors shouted), that claim 
stood to be settled by the wide visibility of black men in uniform.” (71). By claiming their right 
to the nation’s uniform, black men sought to reclaim both their masculinity and the nation. 
Ownership of nation, home, and space similarly underscore the ideology of postwar black 
nationalism. In Amiri Baraka’s Dutchman (1964), Clay, the black protagonist is murdered by 
                                                
24 Maurice O. Wallace in Constructing the Black Masculine, rightly points out that Douglass was so terrified of this 
scene that he had to hide in a closet so as to avert being beaten up similarly. Douglass’ fear highlights the erasure 
of sexual difference between an enslaved biological male and an enslaved biological female under the “master’s 
wanton hands.” A black man’s sex was not “the same determinant of power or protection as it was in the 
community of slaveholders.” (85-87). 
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Lula (a representation of white America), immediately after Clay chooses to stop playing the 
docile role that a black man is expected to have mastered and vents his pent up rage at Lula with 
the threat: 
“They’ll (black people) will murder you (white people) and have very rational 
explanations. Very much like your own. They’ll cut your throats, and drag you 
out to the edge of your cities so the flesh can fall away from your bones, in 
sanitary isolation.” [emphasis mine] (Sc.II)25 
Clay attempts to seize back the masculinity that was being massacred throughout the play at the 
altar of Lula’s whiteness, with the threat of claiming the very space, the “cities” that support the 
economies of whiteness. But implicit in this threat is the desire to racialize the city space as well.  
In order to hold ground, Lula murders Clay, and the other white passengers on the train help her 
in throwing out Clay’s corpse from the space of the subway car, used as a metaphor of urban 
white America in the play. Ownership of property and space is perhaps important for having 
power in today’s society but when that becomes conflated with the very definition of masculinity 
it becomes problematic. When subordination or control is the basis of gender construction, it 
becomes oppressive and repeats the vicious cycle of the cultural prescriptions and proscriptions 
of nineteenth and twentieth-century normative constructions of racial and sexual identities; it 
silences the possibility of other ways of being.  
The ownership discourse often guides media portrayals of masculinity. Images of men 
owning a certain kind of car, weapons, electronic gadgets, or “hot chicks,” peer down from the 
billboards lining streets and highways and penetrate our private spaces through television and 
electronic screens. The normative gaze makes every attempt to penetrate our everyday life and 
                                                
25 Quoted from Dutchman by Amiri Baraka. The Norton Anthology of African American Literature. Ed. by Henri 
Louis Gates Jr. and Nellie Y. McKay. 2nd edition. Norton, 2004. Pp 1946-1960. 
Biswas 50 
reality and creates its hegemony. Karen D. Pyke in her sociological study of masculinities offers 
an insightful intervention into the class politics of masculinity:  
Hierarchies of social class, race, and sexuality provide additional layers of 
complication. They form the structural and cultural contexts in which gender is 
enacted in everyday life, thereby fragmenting gender into multiple masculinities 
and femininities. For example, white heterosexual middle and upper class men 
who occupy order-giving positions in the institutions they control particularly 
economic, political, and military institutions produce a hegemonic masculinity 
that is glorified throughout the culture … On the other hand, the masculinities 
produced predominantly by working-class men, men of color, and homosexual 
men either outside of these institutions or in subservient positions within them are 
subordinated and denigrated (531)26. 
According to Pyke, lower class men use hypermasculinity to redefine true maleness in terms of 
capacity for manual labor, exhibition of sexual prowess through language and style and so on. 
Pyke contrasts this with the masculine constructions of middle and upper class men and correctly 
argues: 
Middle and upper class men, on the other hand, who display the more civilized 
demeanor of polite gentility, express disdain for the ostentatious displays of 
exaggerated masculinity and misogyny among lower-class male sub-cultures … 
In so doing, privileged men reaffirm their superiority over lower-class men and 
disguise themselves as exemplars of egalitarianism in their interpersonal relations 
with women. This serves to cover up the gendered power advantages of higher-
class men that are built into the institutions they control and camouflaged by an 
aura of merit and righteousness that accompanies their privileged position (531-
32).  
Hypermasculine constructions, although fashioned as resistance to hegemonic masculinity, end 
up mimicking it by using subordination and control as the very basis of identity construction. 
The problem of Black Nationalist prescriptions of masculinity is that they treat blackness as a 
monolith and repeat the homogenizing tendencies of the hegemonic masculinity built on the 
assumption that whiteness is a singular term. Robert Reid-Pharr in his very careful and clever 
                                                
26 See “Class-Based Masculinities: The Interdependence of Gender, Class, and Interpersonal Power” by Karen D. 
Pyke (Gender and Society, Vol. 10, No. 5, 1996) pp. 527- 549 
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reading of “the unofficial poet laureate of the Black Arts Movement,” Nikki Giovanni’s “The 
True Import of Present Dialogue, Black vs. Negro” in his book Once You Go Black (2007), 
clarifies Giovanni’s and the Black Arts Movement’s flawed logic of blackening or Africanizing 
the Negro. Reid-Pharr contends that Giovanni  
misses the fact that though the white has created the much-despised nigger, the 
production of a black identity that frames itself in contradistinction to this white-
bounded reality still takes part fully in the discourse of racialism that Fanon 
helped make so clear [the connection of all people of African origins through the 
fact of blackness is a product of white racism]. In fact, the bad black attitude that 
Giovanni invokes here, “Nigger can you kill?” is as much in keeping with the 
logic of American racialism as any display of black subservience and 
obsequiousness. (131).  
By focusing solely on race, Black American Nationalist thought misses the point that 
“[b]lackness marks a site of becoming rather than a locus of fixed tradition.” (Reid-Pharr, 122). 
Pride, strength, and control became the key principals in shaping Black Nationalist discourse on 
manhood in the sixties and seventies and it silenced other discourses on manhood within Black 
American literature during that period wherein we see conscious attempts to deal with sexuality 
and class that make blackness as complex as any other categories of identification. Although 
Himes is at times celebrated as the father of black nationalism, in Yesterday, Himes critiques the 
construction of masculinity and machismo and lays bare the white capitalist logic through which 
even prisoners struggle to gain a sense of manhood that foreshadows the Black Nationalist 
discourses of the sixties. The homophobic space of the prison that Jimmy tries to make his own 
through hypermasculine performances ultimately leave him exhausted. In the last hundred pages 
of the novel Himes, through Jimmy’s transformation, crafts a different mode of belonging that 
deconstructs the capitalist patriarchal logic of belonging to a nation. 
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Subaltern Spatial Practices of Belonging in Yesterday 
Himes’ depiction of the hypermasculine and homophobic practices in the prison reminds 
us of Majors and Billson’s discussion of the constructions of the “cool” as a coping mechanism 
within the white world. In Cool Pose: The Dilemmas of Black Manhood in America (1992), 
Majors and Billson summarize the different coping strategies that black men use to survive in a 
white world as the “cool pose.” But by using a singular term to summarize the myriad strategies 
of becoming and being, Majors and Billson risk homogenizing the complex process of masculine 
formations. They argue that: 
Cool pose is a ritualized form of masculinity that entails behaviors, scripts, 
physical posturing, impression management, and carefully crafted performances 
that deliver a single, critical message: pride, strength, and control … It provides a 
mask that suggests competence, high self-esteem, control, and inner strength. It 
also hides self-doubt, insecurity, and inner turmoil. By acting calm, emotionless, 
fearless, aloof, and tough, the African-American male strives to offset an 
externally imposed “zero” image. Being cool shows both the dominant culture 
and the black male himself that he is strong and proud. [emphasis mine] (4-5).  
Such ritualized performances of masculinity thus create pressure on those individuals who fail to 
fashion their own brand of cool by adhering to the rules of cool performance. Cool pose is thus a 
matter of styling a mask that occludes the complex processes of identity constructions and risks 
stereotyping. In fact the codes of ritualized cool performance seem to repeat the premise of 
hegemonic masculinity, that is, masculinity is all about strength, control, pride, and lack of 
emotion – all qualities that are not included in normative feminine performances. Majors’ and 
Billson’s interpretation of the “cool pose” comes close to tracing this interconnection between 
the subculture (cool pose) and the parent culture (patriarchy), in their reading of the similarities 
between the desires of the “cool cat” hustlers and the mainstream masculine objectives of 
progress. According to them, “the street man and the mainstream man both want the same thing. 
Both want to make it and to be seen by their families and friends as secure and successful – as 
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somebody. But each sees a different road as the logical one to take” (88). However, hustling is 
only a temporary coping strategy and at the end of this route, death or prison awaits. Jimmy 
Monroe ends up in prison because of similar desires to be a man through material ownership and 
possession. He goes to prison because of an armed robbery and through him Himes depicts the 
perils of black men in inner cities in the absence of any access to class mobility. “Cool pose” is 
therefore not just a device that the black man shapes to interact with the hostile world around 
him, and to claim his masculinity back, but it is also the weapon that the world uses against black 
men to stereotype them and limit the possibilities of black masculine formulations. Images of 
cool masculinity are hurled back at the impoverished youth, and their desire for power is 
manipulated by the market to turn them into victims rather than agents: to be cool they want to 
appropriate cool gadgets at the cost of their education, relationships, and even life. The problem 
with cool pose is that it is afraid of admitting the fragmentation and inner turmoil which are often 
the very basis of creative expression. Charles Mingus’ autobiography, Beneath the Underdog 
(1971) is a testimony to the tremendous fragmentation Mingus dealt with everyday and how he 
came to terms with it through his music. Paul Gilroy also views artistic expression as the very 
basis of “individual self-fashioning and communal liberation” (40), as the epigraphical quote 
demonstrates. Cool pose is the opposite of this. It is a mask that closets the fear of succumbing to 
the hostilities of the surrounding white world but it ultimately keeps the “nigger-boy running” – 
the cryptic message obtained in a dream, that Ralph Ellison’s protagonist, Invisible Man has to 
decode in order to be an agent of his own future. Cool pose is therefore a defensive mechanism 
that especially working class black men and sometimes the poor white men adopt in order to gain 
a sense of power that is only temporary. 
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bell hooks in her book We Real Cool: Black Men and Masculinity (2004), urges black 
men to embrace the “coolness of being real” which according to her was the mode of survival for 
earlier generations of black men: 
Black male cool was defined by the ability to withstand the heat and remain 
centered … the willingness to confront reality, to face the truth, and bear it not by 
adopting a false pose of cool while feeding on fantasy; not by black male denial 
or by assuming a “poor me” victim identity. It was defined by individual black 
males daring to self-define rather than be defined by others (147).  
hooks thus prioritizes wholeness over fragmentation and healing over wounding. But the 
mode of survival that Jimmy Monroe fashions for himself is not just about discovering “the 
coolness of being Real” as bell hooks argues, nor one that is desirous of the center or the whole, 
but embraces the fact of being a “degenerate,” that masculine paradigms of wholeness and 
centeredness abject. Jimmy is a prisoner and much like Hamlet in the graveyard, Jimmy realizes 
that the prison, like the graveyard is a great leveler of all differences in life. Under the white 
bourgeois normative gaze, black/white, male/female, gay/straight dichotomies melt to form only 
one signifier: a convict whose humanity is invisible. In Jimmy’s struggle to be human again and 
not become the brute that the prison bars want him to be, we see the workings of a liberatory 
poetics that allow the white working class protagonist and his darker lover, Prince Rico to 
respatialize subaltern masculinity through aesthetic practices and homosexual romance within 
the homophobic geography of the prison.   
The Portrait of a Convict as an Artist 
Cast the First Stone (1953) was the heavily censored version of Chester Himes’ prison 
novel Yesterday Will Make You Cry. In 1953 homosexuality was a taboo subject and that aspect 
of Yesterday had to be sterilized before being published. Homosexuality was cleaned up as 
‘platonic love’ between two men in the 1953 edition. In a letter dated March 11, 1953, to his 
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friend Carl Van Vechten, Himes mourns the excision of the homosexual romance plot from the 
original manuscript:  
In my contract I had to give Cecil Goldbeck at Coward-McCann the complete 
right to cut it as he saw fit. He cut 250 pages from the original script of 650 pages, 
and the part he cut was mostly the heart, the pulsebeat and emotion of the story 
(quoted in Childs, 162) 
Only in 1998 did Norton manage to publish this masterpiece of Himes in its original with the 
“heart, the pulsebeat and emotion of the story” intact. In his autobiography, Quality of Hurt, 
Himes devotes little time in addressing Cast the First Stone and other short stories that he had 
crafted out of his prison experience. Himes was uncomfortable about admitting his homosexual 
experiences while in prison and so is his protagonist Jimmy Monroe in Yesterday. Jimmy 
Monroe is white but often mistaken by critics as a black man. Melville Van Peebles, in his 
introduction to this new edition of the original novel, comments on the blurb cover of an earlier 
Signet edition of Cast the First Stone. The blurb cover, Peebles writes, begins with the 
patronizing… “James Monroe was a cool cat…” and ends with “…a ruthlessly honest novel of a 
young black’s agonizing discovery of his own emotions, his own identity.” Peebles wryly 
comments, “What damn ‘young black’s agonizing discovery?’ Jimmy Monroe, Chester’s central 
character was white! The writer of the blurb… still couldn’t leap over the ingrained racial 
assumptions that all a black writer could write about was another black” (20). What Peebles 
misses in his critique of this blurb writer is that the difficulty of identifying Jimmy racially does 
not solely stem from the fact that the author of the book is a black man but because of the spaces 
in which we find Jimmy, because of his class, and because of his problematic sexuality. Himes 
thus performs a racial drag by choosing to narrativize the horrible, pitiful life of a convict from a 
white perspective. In the absence of blackness it is easy, especially for a fifties reader, to 
sympathize with Jimmy’s life, albeit a criminal, and see through the disciplining guise of the 
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prison system. Jimmy’s whiteness appears to be accidental since his infamous life as a convict 
hardly follows any definition of normative white masculinity but it helps the reader recognize the 
prison as a system that dehumanizes and deadens a human being in the name of discipline and 
progress in the same way as antiblackness endeavors to wipe out the humanity of black and other 
non normative people in America. If we take into consideration Toni Morrison’s point that “the 
construction of Americanness” (Playing In The Dark, 47) is built upon a definition of whiteness 
that demands the eradication of blackness, Himes’s act of making Jimmy white then becomes a 
wry commentary on the narrow definition of whiteness in this society. Through the absence of 
blackness it becomes clear that whiteness is not just a matter of color, but also a matter of class, 
sexuality, and gender. 
Yesterday begins with Jimmy Monroe’s first night in the prison as convict no. 57232. The 
title of the opening section, “Gray Clothes and Gray Lines” says it all about Jimmy’s new life. 
The first moments conjure up an image of a birthing scene but one that is dreary and hapless. 
Jimmy is born into convicthood, branded with a number, measured, examined, finger-printed and 
confined within “a very old block with a small, grimy, and very cold cells” (25).  Fear chokes 
him and confusion batters his brains. The stench of the prison interiors fills his being and the 
outside world of the free becomes a chimerical vision, one that is faraway and yet so close. But 
as he gets accustomed to the rules of this new space he sees a strange connection between this 
world and the outside world that had shunned him.   He is sentenced for twenty years for a petty 
robbery he committed out of fear or perhaps out of a desire to prove something to the world. As 
he accustoms himself with the unremitting dreariness of this new life behind bars, he recognizes 
the absurd similarity between the world outside and the one within the walls. The inmates pass 
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their time betting at a poker game, and Jimmy realizes the power of owning money, even inside 
the prison:  
Jimmy went over to the poker game again, wishing he had some money. It was 
late, close to bed time, and the betting had slowed to a dribble. The winners were 
already cashing in their chips; only the losers were left trying to ring in the dealer. 
Jimmy was amused, watching them; it reminded him of Sugar Patton’s joint. If he 
just had enough dough. (33).  
Jimmy soon masters the ways of this world and earns enough money to control the poker games 
as well. But that doesn’t mean that Jimmy’s prison experience is any different from that of the 
realities that most convicts speak of. His whiteness fails to earn him a favorable place in the eyes 
of power, but his physical disability initially works in his favor. He could briefly get away 
working as a porter instead of working out on the coal pile since Captain Donald’s daughter was 
his classmate and had requested her father to look out for Jimmy. But that favor is short-lived 
and he is soon forced to sweat out on tough physical jobs, locked out in the cold, or thrown into 
solitary confinement when he resists the prison authorities. Each time he refuses to follow the 
whims of prison law and feels that he is human, the violence breaks him down and deadens his 
soul.  In short Jimmy has to learn to survive the “gray lines” in “gray clothes,” and much like 
Himes himself while at Ohio State penitentiary, Jimmy too travels the road from innocence to 
experience while in prison. In The Several Lives of Chester Himes (1997), Margolies and Fabre 
write of the lessons that prison life teaches Himes and his cognizance of the absurd connection of 
the prison and the social world outside: 
Himes was more than a survivor, although in prison physical survival was never 
assured, given the sporadic unprovoked violence of other prisoners, sexual 
assaults, and the murderous sadism of guards. His prison years also offered him a 
kind of worldly education. He would no longer be surprised at people’s bestiality 
and the depths of their irrationality. He learned something of the class 
relationships within the prison community … He also came to understand how 
some of the institutions within the penitentiary functioned: the clinics, chapels, 
classrooms. At the same time, for short periods he oversaw gambling and card-
playing operations among convicts, paying off guards to look the other way. In 
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sum, Himes learned in his prison years how the world works – “absurdly” (a term 
he used later) – and especially the Negro’s role in such a world. (32-33) 
Jimmy similarly realizes that the rules of the outside world dictated the daily rituals of the prison 
space and that by following those heteropatriarchal discourses of ownership, he became a 
convict. He was still running to prove something about himself to everyone around him. He kept 
performing the charades of masculinity that he had desperately tried to master while roaming the 
streets of the different cities his family moved to in search of jobs and a better life. Inside the 
prison, when a convict tries to man up on him by commenting on his good looks and his 
innocence, Jimmy is quick to show him that he was man enough:  
Jimmy drew his shoulders up and tried to look tough. Here it was again, the need 
of proving something. Always – always! Well, goddammit, hadn’t he robbed a 
man and his wife in their house and been given twenty years for it? He tried to 
draw on being bad and showing off and never caring about a goddamn thing (31).  
But Jimmy’s cool pose is not able to free him from the fetters of the fiction of manhood he has in 
mind and that he is running after. His past life of despair and failures haunts him and Jimmy 
desperately tries to hold on to something and make sense of the fragmentation, the tedium, the 
shame, and the terrors that are the realities of his life.  
Jimmy Monroe was born in an impoverished neighborhood of Mississippi, in a house that 
“needed painting” to a father who taught in a school for the children of the “white trash” and to a 
mother who “swore that no child which she brought into this world would ever attend a 
‘backwood’s school in the company of poor white trash’” (117). Thus she taught her kids Jimmy 
and Damon, Shakespeare and the great Greeks. Achilles of Iliad became Jimmy’s favorite hero. 
Ironically, this poverty becomes Jimmy’s Achilles’ heel and his life becomes a representation of 
the journey that all black men born in the South around 1908 (such as Himes himself) would 
have made, which is characterized by incessant movement across the country in search of a 
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better future – from Mississippi, to Arkansas, to Cleveland to Chicago to a prison in an unnamed 
city. Thus the spaces in which we find Jimmy makes his whiteness disappear and he fits more the 
stereotype of black masculinity widely circulated in American culture. Jimmy wanted to be like 
Achilles, the Greek hero who was invincible in the battlefield, and never wanted to be Paris who 
is portrayed by Homer as unskilled and cowardly. Jimmy often confused the characters of Paris 
and his brother Hector, and “always thought of Paris as the one whom Achilles chased around 
the walls of Troy.” For Jimmy, “there were only two kinds of people in the world – those who 
ran and those who chased them.” (117-18). Jimmy, like Achilles chased all those who ridiculed 
him at school for being different, for his girlish looks and dimpled cheeks. School became the 
battleground where he had to prove his masculinity:  
[H]e watched the other boys to learn the things that impressed them, and then he 
went to extremes doing those things. Whatever, some other boy said he had done, 
Jimmy actually went and did it. And when he could not do it better than the 
others, then there was nothing in it for him. It was then that he came to believe 
that he had to prove something. At first he did not care much for doing it. It was 
like fighting – something that you had to do to prove you weren’t scared. He 
learned to smoke and curse and play hookey from school because that seemed to 
make him like other boys. (120) 
Once in college Jimmy dreamed of having a fleet of Rolls Royces around him, so he robbed 
stores and stole cars and pedaled the ‘cool pose’ to befriend and wield power over women. 
Logically then prison is the frontier where his battle for masculinity continues.  
The irony is that Paris’s life is much like Jimmy’s. Paris too was very beautiful and of 
noble birth but his birth parents shunned him because of a prophecy that Paris, if not killed after 
birth, would bring damnation to his kingdom. Thus Paris is brought up by a herdsman, and never 
quite mastered the masculine power that makes one a war hero like Achilles. Paris used his own 
style and intelligence to ultimately kill Achilles by exploiting Achilles’ one weakness, his heel. 
Jimmy’s frustration stems from the incessant movement across America that his family made 
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him undergo. Privacy and ownership, that the concept of home offers are privileges that the likes 
of Jimmy Monroe cannot have. He is never able to belong to a certain place and therefore is 
uncertain of his identity. He is forever scared and forever a stranger. Therefore in Jimmy we see 
the desire for ownership that Massey mentions as the premise on which gender relations are 
constructed. The discourse of the domestic space built on ownership and privacy restricts other 
forms of gender, racial, and sexual becomings. Thus the desire for ownership lands Jimmy in 
prison where he has to unlearn some of the normative definitions of manhood in order to survive. 
The stark absence of domestic space in Yesterday therefore highlights the impossibility of 
imagining alternative pathways to power through such discourses. Thus Himes uses the space of 
the prison to negate all nostalgia for the domestic space to imagine alternative becomings for 
Jimmy, a representation of abject masculinity that blurs racial lines in the novel.  
At first, Jimmy befriends all the strong men in prison and along with them revels in 
making fun of the “girly-boy” characters. But his life takes a different turn when a fire destroys 
parts of the prison. While witnessing the fire Jimmy’s self is scarred too! Seeing the lifeless 
bodies of his fellow inmates, Jimmy descends into a maddening darkness within and without: 
The prone, gray bodies got into his eyes again – white men, black men, gentile, 
Jew – but in his eyes they were just gray humps on the bare ground, all alike. 
Looking at them, he didn’t feel a thing, neither pity nor sorrow nor awe nor fear – 
nothing. It was like looking at newly plowed earth; the earth was turned and there 
they were, rows of dirt. He saw Lardy Stark there with the stink gone out of him, 
with the voice gone out of him, lying very still and very dead, no longer 
swaggering and poking out his fat belly and imagining himself a prize fighter; he 
saw Mother Jones, long and black and dead; and Brownie, small and delicate and 
white and dead. He saw them all, hundreds of them lying on the ground, and they 
looked all alike to him, with their teeth bared and vomit in their lips and their 
bodies grotesquely twisted and their hands, with the flesh scorched and burned, 
gripping at something, and their eyes, wide open with sightlessness, staring at 
something. (103) 
Biswas 61 
The dead bodies lying powerless under the open skies, and their lifeless hands “gripping at 
something” makes Jimmy, much like Hamlet in the graveyard scene in the eponymous play, 
realize the impossibility of finding agency or making sense of one’s life by owning or gripping at 
something material, for death seizes all material possessions. To survive within the walled space, 
Jimmy has to find other ways of belonging, and he arrives at it through love and writing. The 
hypermasculinity that was his weapon all this while falls off and he falls in love first with Walter 
and then Lively, and finally with the man with a ‘funny’ name, Prince Rico, whose absent father 
was part Spanish and part Irish and his mom (whose race is not specified) was just poor and 
worked as a nurse for a invalid member of a wealthy Los Angeles family. Jimmy thus becomes 
the very “girly-boy” that he once ridiculed.  
Prince Rico was the “new kid” in Jimmy’s dormitory and from the moment he entered all 
the other inmates were out to bully him and man-up on him. But Rico silenced them all with his 
piercing glance and a “slashing discord” on his banjo-ukelele. He represented and paraded a 
masculine performance that was out of sync with the rest of the masculine performances in the 
prison but his confidence in being different struck a chord in Jimmy’s heart. They soon became 
lovers and dreamt of spaces beyond the prison walls. Walter his first love while in prison was 
afraid of reciprocating back and closeted their relationship under the title, “cousin.” Lively 
played with Jimmy’s heart and extracted money from him, and Jimmy got frustrated playing his 
usual role of a chaser and of having to prove his love at every point. It was in Rico’s company, 
Jimmy realized for the first time that he was not required to prove anything, and could just 
experience the freedom of being a writer and a dreamer – roles that will ultimately free him from 
the fetters of prescriptive gender rules. He realizes and admits to himself and Rico the inner 
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turmoil that made him the black boy on the run when Rico asks him if he was scared. Jimmy 
replies:  
Of Life? Of what it can do to you? Of the prison? Of the nights? Of being alone? 
Scared of thoughts and feelings and memories?”… “Sure, I’ve been scared.” He 
had never confessed that to anyone. “I’ve been scared a lot of times. I’m still 
scared a lot of times.” (295-296) 
But soon Jimmy attempts to draw back into his aloof cool pose: “But I don’t think of it, and if 
you don’t think of it, it can’t hurt you.” (296). Jimmy oscillates between his usual masculine 
performance of maintaining a hard cool exterior, and giving into the emotions and fears that call 
for a different masculine performance, a queer one, signified by Rico’s performance. From his 
single-mom who was only fifteen when Rico was born, Rico learnt earlier on how to feel 
confident about his life: “When I was old enough so we could talk to each other she [his mom] 
taught me a swell way to live. Whatever we thought was right, honestly and sincerely thought it, 
was right. And all my life I’ve felt it that way” (301). Later on, when he ran away from home he 
joined a carnival going to Texas where after doing some odd-jobs he “got a job doubling for a 
guy who was faking as a Hindu Prince” and that is where as Jimmy points out, Rico got his 
funny name, “Prince Rico” (313). Being a performer in a carnival Rico understands the funniness 
of playing roles: “I got the Prince Rico from the act; I was a prince, and a prince of riches at that, 
although later it tickled me how a Hindu prince could have a Spanish name” (314). The 
carnivalesque nature of Rico’s reality makes it easy for him to understand what it means to be 
‘queer’, one that Jimmy has difficulty admitting and embracing. The “funny” man in the novel 
therefore, is the one who voices the critique of the term “queer” – a term that the normative gaze 
thrusts onto alternative sexualities. When Rico praises the people of his hometown, Los Angeles 
as “the most natural people in the world,” who knows how to live their lives according to their 
own terms, Jimmy reminds him of the stereotype through which Americans understand L.A. 
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folks: “they’re all rather queer…They’re not freaks, they’re only…I mean sexually.” Rico then 
sets out to point out the funniness of the term “queer”: 
“Queerness is a funny term,” … “There’s nothing really lost when a physical 
change is made unless you feel that it is wrong. It’s the feeling that it’s wrong that 
makes it queer.” … “Do you think you’re right? Jimmy pressed. “Of course,” 
Rico stated, then turned and looked at Jimmy again. … When Jimmy didn’t reply, 
he asked, “Do you, Jimmy? Do you think it’s right?” “Not particularly so,” Jimmy 
replied, “but that doesn’t take anything from it.” (308 - 09) 
Jimmy thus has problems admitting ‘queerness’ as right but doesn’t quite dismiss it as 
wrong either. His life in the company of Rico embodies queerness and he is able to grasp and 
make peace with the inner-turmoil, and the fear that choked him and made it impossible for him 
to give expression to his thoughts and dreams. The setting of the last section, titled “What is the 
Real and What is the Unreal” is Spring, signifying a new birth for Jimmy Monroe. Oscillating 
between sexualities, gender categories, race and class lines, Jimmy realizes the unreality of the 
performative nature of reality.  His love for Rico makes Jimmy feel the world around him in a 
new way, and he accesses it through a new language. The third person narrative conveys 
Jimmy’s newfound sensuality with words that were not part of Jimmy’s hypermasculine lexicon:  
Everything touched Jimmy that spring. He was too emotional; he had never been 
so emotional. Everything was soft inside of him and at the slightest touch he’d 
bubble over, like foam. A single note on Rico’s ukelele touched him. A bar of 
melody. Thoughts of his mother. A bird flying in the window and flying out 
again. That touched him greatly. Clouds in the sky. A convict with a flop. And 
those golden spring twilights without any shadows, soft and diffused with a 
golden glow, tinting everything with vividness. [emphasis mine] (317-318) 
The “vividness” that he perceives, colors the short stories that he writes, one of which is titled “A 
Convict is Human too.” Rico urges Jimmy to dream of being a traveler, a flâneur of sorts to far 
off places: “Let’s go to Arabia. Let’s smell Paris in the spring and watch the bull fights in 
Barcelona and lie on the sand at Lido … Let’s pick stars out of the desert nights and sell them in 
Singapore for diamonds” (299). The dream reflects the desire in Rico and Jimmy, to be a flâneur, 
Biswas 64 
one who has the luxury to observe others without being observed himself. Walter Benjamin, in 
his seminal work The Arcades Project (1982) describes the flâneur as one who is separate from 
the crowd, a spectator whose existence is jeopardized in a capitalist world. Their dream portrays 
the desire to shift the panoptic gaze around and to embody freely the position of a ‘stranger,’ to 
become the brother outsider – the reality that Jimmy has been so far running from. 
Like Sid Bailey of Robert Dean-Pharr’s S.R.O. Jimmy Monroe travels across the 
boundaries of masculinity and femininity, as mirrored in his geographical movement from the 
Chicago streets to the interiors of a prison. Under the panoptic gaze, the hypermasculine inmates 
undergo symbolic emasculation, while Jimmy taps into his feminine self and unleashes the 
healing power of love and writing.  At the end of the novel Jimmy leaves the prison dormitory 
for the prison farm, which is an in-between space between prison and freedom. On this journey 
he is alone – without the loving arms of Rico around him but empowered by the love song, 
Love’s Highway, that Rico writes and dedicates to him. The song promises a new becoming: “On 
into the gloaming I’m forever roaming through the dusk and darkness too. And though twilight 
shadows cover hills and meadows, still I’m on my way to you” (332). With the use of the two 
words, “gloaming” and “roaming” Rico urges Jimmy to travel through liminal time and space in 
order to embrace the possibility of a new becoming, and therefore freedom.  
The regulatory measures through which America attempted to discipline the 
lumpenproletariat during the turn of the century failed to disappear even after the passage of The 
Civil Rights Act in 1964 and The Voting Rights Act in 1965. Although President Lyndon B.  
Johnson promised to address the ever-growing socio-economic gap between whites and blacks in 
this country, his administration failed to sponsor social programs that could have helped the 
materially impoverished black masses in the inner cities all across America. Instead, the Johnson 
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administration sponsored the publication of sociological reports on poverty in America, that 
found new ways of restating Gunnar Myrdal’s sociological findings in The American Dilemma 
(1944), that had already helped solidify the Jim Crow era notion that most black people were 
poor and incapable of bettering their lot because of the pathology of black inner city culture. In 
the aftermath of the civil rights era, the black underclass failed to see any change in their lives in 
spite of the official declaration of equality and the end of de jure segregation. They continued 
experiencing displacement and dispossession while America sought to sponsor more wars abroad 
and chip away almost all labor rights that could have bettered the lives of those who were poor. 
Thus I argue in what follows that black pulp writers such as Robert Deane Pharr offer scathing 
critique of the U.S. nationalist project that continued transforming those who failed to fit that 
program into the flotsam of capitalism. In Pharr’s work, we see a continuation of the queer 
spatial practices that had allowed both Himes and his protagonist to transform the racialized 
geographies that had shackled them to a life of eternal damnation and destitution, and find 
alternate modes of belonging to each other rather than to a country. Through a discussion of 
interracial friendships, polyamory, antinormative gender performance, and the power of 
developing a poetics of one’s environment, I look to turn our attention toward the racialized 
geography of the single room occupancy hotels in urban America, in order to trace the 





The Aberrant Routes of Desire: Polyamory, Interracial friendships, and Minoritarian 
Cosmopolitics in Robert Deane Pharr’s S.R.O. 
 
To live in Harlem is to dwell in the very bowels of the city; it is to 
pass a labyrinthine existence among streets that explode 
monotonously skyward with the spires and crosses of churches and 
clutter under foot with garbage and decay… Overcrowded and 
exploited politically and economically, Harlem is the scene and 
symbol of the Negro’s perpetual alienation in the land of his birth. 
⎯Ralph Ellison, “Harlem Is Nowhere” (1946) 
It was only recently, in fact, that I realized that I am an example, 
perhaps, of an entirely new breed of people, a transcontinental tribe 
of wanderers that is multiplying as fast as international telephone 
lines and frequent flier programs. We are the transit loungers, 
forever heading to the departure gate. We buy our interests duty-
free, we eat our food on plastic plates, we watch the world through 
borrowed headphones. We pass through countries as through 
revolving doors, resident aliens of the world, impermanent 
residents of nowhere. Nothing is strange to us, and nowhere is 
foreign. We are visitors even in our own homes. 
⎯Pico Iyer, “Nowhere Man” (1997) 
 
Pico Iyer, born in England of Indian immigrant parents, raised in America, and currently 
living in Japan, poignantly captures the impact of globalization on his personal life in his essay, 
“Nowhere Man: Confessions of a Perpetual Foreigner.” He celebrates the liberatory aspect of 
movement that the global citizen experiences but also expresses concern for the contemporary 
rootless generation or the “transcontinental tribe of wanderers” that only knows routes but 
harbors no nostalgia for roots. Since nonaffiliation and indifference characterize the transit 
lounger consciousness, he/she is different from the refugee who seeks a return to the homeland 
or an exile who “is propelled by some kind of strong emotion away from the old country and 
toward the new,” Iyer correctly points out in his essay. Perhaps in the emotional numbness of the 
affluent citizen of the world we recognize the indifference and alienation that is heard in the 
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narratives of the oppressed. But the similarity ends there however. While the transit lounger 
benefits from his bourgeois cosmopolitan existence, the slave bound as cargo across the seas 
often found more woes awaiting the end of his/her journey.  
The quest for motion, for geographical movement in order to seek freedom from forms of 
oppression, is the central drive in American and especially African American literature and 
culture. Bessie Smith gave voice to the idea of attaining freedom through geographical 
movement when she sang of “Goin’ to the Nation, Going to the Terr’tor,” as Ellison reminds us 
in his now famous essay, “Going to the Territory.” 27 From Frederick Douglass’ 1845 Narrative 
to Toni Morrison’s Tar Baby, we see the desire for movement and a celebration of its 
transformative power. The escaped slave’s movement from South to North in search of freedom 
or the post emancipation generation’s migration to the North in search of jobs or the embittered 
black writer’s journey beyond the borders of America to another country in order to escape racial 
limitations, all share the importance of geographical mobility that often promises the possibility 
of a better life, understood most importantly as class mobility. In the pre-civil rights era such 
tales dominated the canon of African American Literature and culture, but a different narrative 
came to dominate the latter half of the Cold War era in the 60s. With the consolidation of 
America as a superpower symbolized by the planting of the American flag on the moon, we see a 
changing trend in African American literary imagination. Narratives of national belonging and 
racial belonging are prioritized over narratives of movement that are often purposeless and speak 
                                                
27 In his essay “Going to the Territory,” Ellison writes “As slaves they had long been aware that for themselves, as 
for most of their countrymen, geography was fate. Not only had they observed the transformation of individual 
fortune made possible by the westward movement along the frontier, but the Mason-Dixon Line had taught them 
the relationship between geography and freedom … And they knew that to escape across the Mason-Dixon Line 
northward was to move in the direction of a greater freedom. But freedom was also to be found in the West of the 
old Indian Territory. Bessie Smith gave voice to this knowledge when she sang of “Goin’ to the Nation, Going to 
the Terr’tor,” and it is no accident that much of the symbolism of our folklore is rooted in the imagery of 
geography” [emphasis added] (131). 
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of non-national belonging and question the possibility of “a better life” for African Americans 
who are not wealthy. The Black Arts movement and the Black Panther movement emphasized 
the importance of roots over routes. Thus, the stories of the lives of the poor or working-class 
black people whose daily existence was marked by dispossession and incessant movement across 
the urban landscape became marginalized. The pre-civil rights era stories of geographical 
movement that dominated the African American literary canon, however, were triumphalist 
narratives. Douglass’s movement to the city of Baltimore and later to the North follows the 
celebrated American Dream narrative of “rags to riches.” In reality though African American 
lives have always been about movement across the American landscape with no promise of  
triumphant endings. The enslaved person who arrived as cargo on the shores of the New World, 
was bought and sold across the South without any hope of emancipation, and similarly, the 
migrant population in the early decades of the twentieth century often found themselves locked 
in squalid conditions in the urban tenements in the North. The point I am trying to make here is 
that if Cosmopolitanism entails geographical movement, then the African American has always 
been a cosmopolitan, forever in motion, and riches rarely await the end. However, and I repeat 
here to emphasize, the ugly truth is that the cosmopolitan narratives prioritized by the literary 
canon, on the contrary, are ones in which movement entails the promise of a better future – a fact 
that is echoed by Asagai, a Nigerian student studying in America, and hoping to go back to 
liberate his country, in Hansberry’s much acclaimed play, Raisin in The Sun. On seeing the 
packed boxes in Beneatha’s apartment, Asagai remarks: 
I like the look of packing crates! A household in preparation for a journey! It 
depresses some people … but for me … it is another feeling. Something full of 
the flow of life, do you understand? Movement, progress. (Raisin In The Sun, Act 
III) 
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Ironically, the ending of Hansberry’s play promises little material progress in spite of the 
movement and initiates a new set of struggles that will perhaps overwhelm the Younger 
household once they move into the white working class Chicago neighborhood, against the 
wishes of their new neighbors. However, few critics have commented on the possibility of uplift 
through material gains for working class Blacks in a white supremacist culture that Hansberry’s 
play ultimately questions.  
In this chapter I undertake the task of shifting the limelight to narratives of purposeless 
transit such as Robert Deane Pharr’s 1971 novel S.R.O. Deane Pharr’s novel is not about 
triumphant finales but lays bare the reality of lives ostracized by the mainstream society, in the 
Harlem ghetto of New York City. Instead of pining for escape from their conditions since there 
is none, the characters often attempt to re-imagine those mundane spaces they find themselves in 
by indulging in unconventional friendships, love, sex, drugs, criminal behavior, and art. Pharr’s 
novel thus offers a different look at the Cold War era and its marginalization of the poor and the 
non-working class racial other. The subalternized cosmopolitanism of bodies engaged in 
purposeless motion that a novel such as S.R.O. describes, function as a troubling signifier of the 
failing project of a capitalist democracy achieved through intense urban planning, privatization, 
and corporatization during the Cold War Era.  
In Pharr’s little known novel S.R.O. written during the end of the Cold War era and the 
Black Nationalistic era of the early 70s, we see the problematization of adhering to a collective 
identity without understanding the inherent differences within such collectives. S.R.O., contrary 
to the nationalistic works that came out of the Black Arts movement and Black Panther 
movement of the time, depicts the lives of the poor and racialized denizens of the Harlem ghetto. 
It also questions the possibility of the constructions of a homogenous Black identity that was at 
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the center of the Black Nationalist discourse of the time. Ostracized because of their criminal 
records, joblessness, alcoholism, drug addiction, abusive childhood, nymphomania, and other 
social maladies, the denizens of the netherworld of single room occupancy (S.R.O.) hotels live a 
life that fits no civil codes of the labor-oriented, white heternormative society that surrounds 
them. Their stories are stories of apparently purposeless journeys. Their lives are forever in flux, 
moving from one single room occupancy hotel to another, and from one low-paying job to 
another. They lack the luxury of owning a boarding pass that Iyer’s “transit lounger” can easily 
afford. They are without the comforting dreams of a better future in another country that an exile 
can dream of in spite of the suffering that loss of home induces as Iyer indicates in his essay. The 
S.R.O. folks living in welfare hotels have no place to go but instead scavenge through the urban 
American landscape in order to survive. Interestingly, the rise of the single room occupancy 
hotels in inner cities like Harlem during the 60s and 70s is a culmination of the efforts of the 
Fordist city to circumscribe, monitor, and control the in-migration of working class black folks to 
the cities since the early days of the Great Migration, while middle class whites moved out to the 
suburbs thus depleting the tax pool of the cities – a fact that is well captured by Cornel West in 
his description of the phenomenon with the famous phrase, “chocolate cities and vanilla 
suburbs.”28 
In Search of Lost Stories of the Post World War II Urban Underworld 
For African Americans, the place called Harlem signified the heights and depths of black 
life in urban America. In his 1925 essay, “The New Negro,” Alaine Locke painted Harlem as the 
                                                
28 In Race Matters, West writes “the exodus of stable industrial jobs from urban centers to cheaper labor markets 
here and abroad, housing policies that have created ‘chocolate cities and vanilla suburbs;’ white fear of black 
crime,” give rise to “a pervasive spiritual impoverishment” (5). Although West is right about the creation of 
spaces of impoverishment within the urban landscape due to corporatization and unequal distribution of wealth he 
once again reiterates the idea that in the absence of material possession people suffer from “spiritual 
impoverishment.” 
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Promised Land for African Americans, “she [Harlem] is the home of the Negro’s ‘Zionism.’” 
“The pulse of the Negro world has begun to beat in Harlem” Locke declared, but the rub is that 
in a decade’s time this Promised Land became a hellish reality of deferred dreams and unfulfilled 
promises. The “Harlem riots” of 1935 and 1943 prompted Ellison to contemplate and comment 
on the harrowing psychological aspects of the Harlem ghetto in his 1948 essay, “Harlem is 
Nowhere,” and who could forget Langston Hughes’ aptly named poem, “Harlem” published 
three years later. Hughes cautions America about the explosive possibilities of “what happens to 
a dream deferred?/…/ Maybe it just sags/like a heavy load./ Or does it explode?” The disease 
called “ghettoitus” was destroying the corpus of Harlem and the Shangri-La of urban Black 
America needed a cure!29 Growing housing crises, broken school systems, and declining 
opportunities for employment worked together to remake Harlem and other inner cities in urban 
America as spaces that inevitably saw the rise of delinquency, infant mortality, drug abuse, 
alcoholism, and disease. The squalid living conditions that were systematically produced by the 
white power structure gave rise to more and more collective unrest as a result. 
The post-World War II ghetto riots that erupted in Harlem, Watts, Detroit, and New 
Jersey prompted various sociological studies that labored to dissect, analyze, and prescribe a cure 
for the revolting “black underclass,” while refusing to address the root of the black discontent. 
Gunnar Myrdal’s five-year study, An American Dilemma (1944), aptly depicts the gap between 
“America’s rhetoric of legally guaranteed racial equality and its racist socioeconomic practices,” 
but misdiagnoses black underclass culture as “wholly negative ... [and] a pitiful reaction to 
racism and urban anomie” (Heise, 488-489). Ralph Ellison in his review of American Dilemma 
                                                
29 In Lorraine Hansberry’s A Raisin In The Sun, Beneatha the medical student diagnoses the disease that is plaguing 
their family as “ghettoitus” (Act I Sc II). 
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passionately critiques Myrdal’s claim that black culture is merely a reactionary response to white 
dominance with the question: 
But can a people (its faith in an idealized American Creed notwithstanding) live 
and develop for over three hundred years simply by reacting? Are American 
Negroes simply the creation of white men, or have they at least helped to create 
themselves out of what they found around them? (315) 
Ellison’s poignant question about the agency of the black person in creating his or her own 
identity and culture ironically contradicts the desire voiced by the black middle-class ideology 
which Candice Jenkins defines as the “salvific wish,” or the “desire to rescue African Americans 
as a group from racist stigma through the embrace of bourgeois strictures of decorum and 
propriety” (Jenkins, 67). This “salvific wish” or “racial uplift” strategy prompted the mainstream 
African American literati to clean up the negative and dehumanizing image of blackness 
imposed by the bourgeois American ideology and create a singular representation of the Black 
American that ultimately reinforces the white/black binary in which white is the norm and black 
is the inferior Other. In the process the darker subaltern self or the non-middle class African 
Americans are often made invisible. Pharr’s novel S.R.O. explores the inefficacy of this ‘salvific 
wish’ in the lives of its inmates, whose incessant journeys can only lead them to yet another 
single room in a welfare hotel. Ironically, in the lives of the S.R.O. folks we find echoes of Iyer’s 
affluent “transit loungers” but the difference is that the journeys of the former group lack the 
teleology entailed in the uplift narrative – no longer burdened by the necessity to belong, they are 
indifferent to the ways of the normative white world that surrounds them and embrace the life of 
the unusable flotsam of late capitalism. Sid Bailey the protagonist of the novel aptly calls them 
the “Zen Negroes”:  
Each and every S.R.O. tenant has got to transcend himself into a state of absolute 
nothingness. Everyone I had come in contact with had reached so perfect a state 
of nonbeing that they were nothing at all: mindless, ambitionless and essentially 
homeless. Since they changed race at will, they were raceless and, by the same 
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token, sexless. To add to their nothingness, S.R.O. inmates were colorlessly 
unimaginative and ultraconservative in all their anti-social thoughts and behavior. 
(58) 
What Sid Bailey observes in the lives of his fellow S.R.O. inmates indicate the emergence of a 
different kind of cosmopolitcs, a “minoritarian” one, that lays bare the problematic logic of 
nationalism advocated by the mainstream black politics of the time. In an introductory essay 
titled “Cosmopolitanisms”30, Sheldon Pollock, Homi K. Bhaba et al. critique the bourgeois 
notions of cosmopolitanism, the echoes of which we hear in Iyer’s “tribe of transcontinental 
wanderers” and outline the emergent forms of various “cosmopolitan political practices” that are 
being formulated through the chaotic transitions, and uncertainties of our post Cold War era 
lives.  
The minoritarian cosmopolitcs, a term inspired by Sheldon, Bhaba et al.’s work on 
“minoritarian modernity (as a source for contemporary cosmopolitical thinking)” that S.R.O. 
gives voice to is one that reveals the ugliness at the heart of the U.S. nationalist project that 
transforms people who fail to fit that program into the flotsam of late capitalism 
(Cosmopolitanism, 6). This project is upheld by creating a mass of people who are permanently 
displaced and are treated like stateless individuals in spite of their formal status as citizens. But 
in spite of their victimization these displaced masses often find new ways to navigate the 
national space by embracing their nomadic state of being and tapping into the creative energies 
that such exilic states often produce. 
                                                
30 For a detailed analysis of the emergent minoritarian cosmopolitan political practices see Sheldon Pollock, Homi 
K. Bhaba, et al. “Cosmopolitanisms” Public Culture 12.3 (2000) 577-589. Also see Breckenridge, Carol, et al. 
Cosmopolitanism. (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2002).  
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Cosmopolitanism and the Nomadic Consciousness 
 Robert Deane Pharr was fifty-five years old when he published his somewhat 
autobiographical novel S.R.O. in 1971. He had struck literary gold just a couple of years earlier 
with the publication of his first novel, The Book Of Numbers, which created quite a buzz in the 
journalistic world. Webster Schott of Times Literary Supplement enthusiastically remarked, “A 
work such as this comes once in a generation…If there is to be another chance for the Great 
American Novel as the Black American Novel, enter The Book Of Numbers in the 
competition.”31 In spite of the warm reception, the novel went out of print in January 1971. Later 
that year Pharr published S.R.O., which failed to continue on the brief success of Numbers, and 
went out of print in September 1973. The lack of success did not mar his creativity and he would 
go on to publish two more novels before going into literary oblivion until his death in April 
1992. His remarkable life received only a brief mention in the New York Times obituary: 
“Robert Deane Pharr, an author whose several novels included The Book of Numbers, died last 
Wednesday at Upstate Medical Center in Syracuse. He was 75 years old and lived in Watertown, 
N.Y.”  
 Richard Yarborough re-introduced Pharr to the academic world with a detailed 
biographical sketch in 1984 but that didn’t help alleviate Pharr’s status as a short-lived “waiter 
turned writer” sensation. The highly acclaimed Norton Anthology of African American 
Literature edited by none other than Henry Louis Gates Jr. and Nellie Y. McKay published in 
2004, never devoted a page to his works. Ironically, Yarborough was a coeditor on that project. 
Pharr was written out of the canon like many other talented novelists who were writing in the 
60’s, including Clarence Cooper Jr.  Yarborough rightly points out: 
                                                
31 See. Yarborough, Richard. “Robert Deane Pharr.” Afro-American Fiction Writers after 1955. Eds. Trudier Harris 
and Thadious M. Davis. Dictionary of Literary Biography. Vol. 33. Detroit: Gale Research, 1984. p. 208-214.  
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Pharr’s fiction stands out from that of many of his black peers because of his 
concern with Afro-American women, a concern that borders on obsession. 
Admittedly, the protagonists of his novels are all male; moreover, his portrayal of 
women occasionally approaches the stereotypical. Nevertheless, over the course 
of his four novels, women increasingly come to dominate Pharr’s fiction – so 
much so that most of the action in Giveadamn Brown is determined by female 
characters as ruthless, aggressive, clever, and adventuresome as any of the males. 
If not more so. (214) 
Perhaps this is one of the several reasons that obscured Pharr’s popularity and pushed him into 
oblivion. Almost all of his works were published at a time when the Black Arts movement was 
galvanizing black America with the call for macho revolution. Pharr’s work did not fit the rubric 
of Black Nationalistic thought that was the sign of the times. 
Black Arts movement and other nationalistic organizations such as the Black Panther 
Party labored to create a macho masculine identity that was inaccessible to black men from all 
classes, especially the underclass, in white America. When Malcolm X was assassinated Ossie 
Davis reminded black America in his moving eulogy that,  
Malcolm had stopped being a ‘Negro’ years ago … Malcolm was bigger than that. 
Malcolm had become an Afro-American, and he wanted so desperately – that we, 
that all of his people would become Afro-Americans too … [Malcolm] was our 
manhood, our living manhood, our living black manhood! That was his meaning 
to his people. And in honoring him, we honor the best in ourselves.32  
The conflation of nationhood, blackness, and manhood is hard to go unnoticed in Davis’ eulogy. 
This formula for representing blackness is missing in Pharr’s novels, especially in his semi-
autobiographical work, S.R.O. It is important to remember that the concepts of “nationhood” and 
“manhood” are very much linked to the grandiose desires of the “uplift narrative” – “a one size 
fits all” kind of narrative that ends up obscuring the reality of homelessness as a lived reality and 
not just a metaphor for most African Americans. This is perhaps the other reason why Pharr went 
into literary oblivion. Norton Old Books’ attempt to bring back this literary genius back into 
                                                
32 Quoted by Rolland Murray in Our Living Manhood from “Eulogy of Malcolm X” by Ossie Davis, p. 1.  
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circulation is thus commendable. The era’s masculine focus was also challenged by other writers 
such as James Baldwin, John Edgar Wideman, and Clarence Major, to name a few, as Rolland 
Murray reminds us in his insightful book Our Living Manhood. But all these writers still dealt 
with only that section of the black underclass that was still usable in the larger society, that is, the 
working poor. None of them ever represented the denizens of single room occupancy hotels, the 
so-called “Lumpenproletariat”33 – a class of people that epitomized the nihilism that was 
brewing in the different inner cities of urban America since the 30s. 
Ellison captures this sense of nothingness in “Harlem Is Nowhere.” Harlem was “a ruin,” 
Ellison grieved and admitted that it was the city’s “bowels” (295). As Thomas Heise points out 
in his book, Urban Underworlds, Ellison was subscribing to the “theory” that inner city spaces 
naturally precipitated deviance and a libidinal culture of “petty thieves and racketeers, prostitutes 
and pimps, bootleggers, dope addicts, and so on.”34 In sum, Ellison’s essay forwards the notion 
that the inner-city dwellers were pathological cases that needed psychological help, and echoes 
Myrdal’s ideas instead of contradicting them as he does in his review essay that I mentioned 
earlier. On the surface S.R.O. too, seems to dissect the dark secrets of the wasted lives of its 
denizens and reveals the libidinal culture that the geography of inner-cities are said to breed. But 
unlike Ellison’s essay and the sociological tomes such as American Dilemma by Gunnar Myrdal 
or Dark Ghetto by Kenneth Clark, Pharr’s book ultimately labors to portray the rich complexity 
that the lives of single room occupancy hotel folks display. Instead of drawing them as victims, 
Pharr tries to understand their creative spirit that defies their environmental pathology. 
                                                
33 Marx used the term to describe that stratum of the working class who were unemployable, who were lost to 
socially useful production, briefly, the renegades, castaways, criminals, drug-addicts and so on. For Marx, this 
group of people lacked the revolutionary potential needed for the realization of a classless society. 
34 Heise here quotes from Gunnar Myrdal’s An American Dilemma: The Negro Problem and Modern Democracy, in 
his book Urban Underworlds: A Geography of Twentieth Century American Literature and Culture (New 
Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers University Press, 2011), 137. 
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In the aftermath of the spontaneous Harlem riots of 1935 and ’43, “the image of the black 
underworld waste was everywhere,” Heise writes, in the urban imagination of the 1930s through 
the 1950s: 
[I]ts function was to solidify and mystify a series of tightly interconnected issues 
and anxieties over property, collective violence, and delinquency … Images of 
squalid, waste-filled geographies became a way of talking about poverty, racism, 
and black non-normativity while avoiding these issues at the same time. (129) 
Ellison’s novel Invisible Man, published in 1952, toys with this ‘trope of waste’ through which 
the sordid realities of African American lives were getting channeled in the mainstream socio-
political discourse. But Invisible Man as Heise correctly points out, “literalizes the underworld, 
but turns it on its head so that it stands not for pure libidinality (which the novel recoils from) or 
even black collective violence (which it rejects), but instead stands as the space of individual 
privacy, heroic self-recreation, and writing” (130). Not much had changed about the entropic 
conditions of Harlem that Ellison and other sociologists depicted in the 50s. Inner cities 
throughout America were rocked by more riots – Watts, New Jersey, and Detroit were all 
burning with the rage of frustration and nihilism. Pharr’s S.R.O. continues in the vein of Ellison 
in its depiction of the urban black squalor and poverty and literalizes the image of social entropy 
associated with blackness in the urban imagination and much like Ellison’s hero, the narrator 
protagonist Sid Bailey ultimately defies the natural destiny of his environment by becoming a 
writer. I don’t mean to suggest that the novel offers any triumphant ending of the kind that 
Invisible Man perhaps hints at; after all the eponymous protagonist has to isolate himself from 
the rest of the world in order to write and that ultimately is his ticket to being heard universally. 
Pharr’s novel, however, portrays the impossibility of such isolation from one’s community. Sid 
Bailey has to write amidst the chaos, the banter, and the gossip that surrounds him literally. In 
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fact his novel is hammered out of the bronze of his and his fellow inmates’ mundane lives, 
despite his initial aspiration of writing a different kind of novel: 
When I write there’s not going to be a junky or a lesbian in the whole damn story. 
I’m going to write about men screwing women and not each other. And they are 
all going to drink whiskey like most colored people do. Besides, if I write 
anything it’s going to be a play and not a book. 
“Nobody will go see it,” Lorraine said. (335) 
Julie Godin in her dissertation also makes a note of this exchange and remarks:  
The irony of this little outburst is not lost on the reader of S.R.O. who, halfway 
through the work of close to six-hundred pages, has yet to encounter subjects such 
as those proposed by Sid. Instead, the Single Room Occupancy hotel of Sid’s 
first-person account throngs with those who inhabit a plateau of non-normative 
self-definition, and whose presences are developed in destitution and addiction. 
The vision proposed by Sid is completely antithetical to the rhetorical and cultural 
moves performed by the text that constitutes his voice. (2)35  
Godin performs a Deleuzian reading of the novel and interprets Sid as a “larval subject,” a 
“fractured-I” in the “realm of the S.R.O.” (151). Since Godin never scaffolds her reading of Sid 
as an emerging subject, an anti-representational character that defies any unified analysis of his 
becoming with Deleuze and Guattari’s definition of the “larval subject,” it is hard to distinguish 
her Deleuzian reading from the existential analysis of Sid as a being in the process of becoming. 
Ultimately, Godin describes Sid as yet another urban male subject like the ones she explores in 
her dissertation on neglected black urban narratives, who has “nowhere to run to, who does not 
engage with “uplift,” striving, or other ways of ‘making it’” but becomes a “complex alloy of 
self-invention, style, doubt, resistance and fracture” (7).  
                                                
35 Julie Godin undertakes the daunting task of examining and recovering from literary oblivion, a large array of texts 
written by African American male writers from the mid-1960s to mid 1970s. S.R.O. is one of the novels she 
examines in her dissertation. Godin offers a Deleuzian reading of Sid as a “larval subject.” See “Uptown, 
Downbeat: Mobility, Masculine Self-Fashioning and Occupations of Space in African American Urban Narrative 
Discourse (1962-1972)” by Julie Cecilia Godin, University of Ottawa. 2007.  
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What is unuttered in Godin’s reading is that Sid and the other inmates of the Logan 
represent the “nomadic consciousness,” a type of thinking that resists dominant ways of 
representing the self, but it is often a result of material and possibly metaphorical dispossession. 
In order to better understand what I mean by “nomadic consciousness” and its relation to the 
minoritarian cosmopolitanism that the novel unpacks, it is first necessary to grasp Deleuze and 
Guattari’s concept of the “nomad” from which “nomadic consciousness” is derived. In A 
Thousand Plateaus, Deleuze and Guattari (D&G) write: 
The nomad has a territory; he follows customary paths; he goes from one point to 
another; he is not ignorant of points (water points, dwelling points, assembly 
points, etc.). But the question is what in nomad life is a principle and what is only 
a consequence. To begin with, although the points determine paths, they are 
strictly subordinated to the paths they determine, the reverse happens with the 
sedentary. The water point is reached only in order to be left behind; every point 
is a relay and exists only as a relay. A path is always between two points, but the 
in-between has taken on all the consistency and enjoys both an autonomy and a 
direction of its own. The life of the nomad is the intermezzo. … The nomad is not 
at all the same as the migrant; for the migrant goes principally from one point to 
another, even if the second point is uncertain, unforeseen, or not well localized. 
But the nomad goes from point to point only as a consequence and as a factual 
necessity; in principle, points for him are relays along a trajectory. (380) 
A nomad is therefore an entity for whom destination is not important but the journey is all that is 
there – “strictly subordinated to the paths” whereas the migrant is constituted through a 
destination. The nomad thus moves without moving, for he dwells in the “intermezzo” – a space 
that is yet to be striated by the State apparatuses as D&G describes later in the same chapter. 
Theoretically speaking, the nomad is a stateless being. His relationship to space cannot be 
explained through the capitalist logic of possession, meaning that a nomad’s relation to earth is 
not understood through a “property regime or State apparatus” but for him “the land ceases to be 
land” and is just a “ground for support” (381). We can therefore say that in the poor urban black 
body’s incessant motion across the American landscape, we hear echoes of D&G’s concept of 
the nomad. Although Sid Bailey and his fellow inmates are not exactly nomads since they belong 
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to a State, after all they are recipients of welfare, their condition is that of a nomad for they can 
only form transitory attachments to the spaces they find themselves in. Thus the consciousness 
that arises out of this state of existence, which I call the “nomadic consciousness” borrowing 
Rosi Braidotti’s phrase, is a mode of thinking that resists normative logic of identification and 
makes room for new epistemologies that challenge the life of the “sedentary.” It is therefore a 
minority position, one that wars against the sedentary life of the “polis” as Braidotti argues: 
[N]oumos [etymological root word of nomad] is a principle of distribution of the 
land, and as such it came to represent the opposition of the power of the polis 
because it was a space without enclosures or borders. It was the pastoral, open, 
nomadic space in opposition to which the sedentary powers of the city were 
erected. Metropolitan space versus nomadic trajectories. (Nomadic Subjects, 27) 
Thus the aberrant lives of the S.R.O. folks express a minoritarian cosmopolitanism that is best 
understood by taking into account the Deleuzian concept of the “nomad” and the “nomadic 
consciousness.” 
The Nomadic Trajectories of the Loganites 
Deane Pharr’s S.R.O. is set in a single room occupancy hotel in Harlem and the narrator 
Sid Bailey, an aspiring writer, allows us into this bizarre world of junkies, alcoholics, thieves, 
prostitutes, nymphomaniacs, who come in more shades than black. It is a novel about survival in 
a brutal urban world and the refashioning of one’s identity in the absence of the securities of 
home-life, settlement and possession of property. Without offering any fantastic notions about 
living life on the edge, the novel dwells mostly in the mundane spaces within the Hotel Logan 
where as the protagonist Sid poignantly observes, 
poverty and disease were never victorious … for the simple reason that the Logan 
never allowed sad hearts to remain sad for long. The inmates derived some kind 
of satisfaction and enjoyment from every little thing that transpired about them. 
(111-112) 
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These “little thing(s)” that “transpired about them” such as love, sex, various addictions, 
friendships, role-playing, and endless banter and gossip, helped them explore and re-imagine 
those squalid spaces and fill them with stories that would inspire Sid Bailey to write a never-
before-written novel about such “a weird strata of Black life” (336). In the end the “trope of 
writing” that Ellison so masterfully executes in Invisible Man, also enables Pharr to turn the 
“trope of waste” associated with the poor and jobless inner city denizens on its head. 
S.R.O. begins with Sid Bailey’s (a middle-aged, college educated, black waiter and 
aspiring novelist, and a “part-time alcoholic”) entry into the Hotel Logan, a single room 
occupancy (S.R.O.) hotel in Harlem. Like other S.R.O.s in the mid sixties, Logan too is turning 
into a welfare joint and according to Sid it caters to “the male and female tramps who suckled at 
the giant teats of the Welfare Department” (12). The Logan was not always such a chaotic space 
and Sid remembers it as once being a fine apartment house with spacious apartments on each of 
its six floors. Only the front doors of the former apartments “hung like badges of shame” and 
behind each door the space has been renovated to accommodate “six hotel rooms plus a 
community kitchen and bath” (12). Sid is fortunate to be allocated the 5C room on the 
prestigious fifth floor. It is also a room with an unusual privilege of a door that locks, although 
Sid soon learns the uselessness of such a privilege within the S.R.O. economy. What is 
interesting about the concept of the S.R.O. is that it is not exactly a house. Houses are places that 
often act as stand-ins for “The nation.” They are “independent” structures that nonetheless 
necessarily have points of access and entry designed to keep uninvited strangers out. The door of 
a house serves as a checkpoint, which allows or disallows entrance in the same way as 
checkpoints on a nation’s border. In the S.R.O. world the doors are useless, a fact that Sid Bailey 
will have to learn soon in order to survive the chaos that The Logan will unleash on him.  
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To enter the Logan space is to enter “the very bowels of the city,” somewhere between 
119th Street, Amsterdam Avenue and limbo. The cloacal imagery that Ellison uses in his essay to 
describe Harlem aptly describes the setting of the novel – Logan in this novel becomes a signifier 
of the urban decay that Ellison sees around him in Harlem and mourns. The Logan was “far 
worse” than the other welfare hotels that dotted Harlem at the time with its lobbies “crowded 
with nodding junkies,” and “ratty-assed winos” (27) and it was an “eerie business to thread your 
way past them to the elevator” (21). Behind its walls, inside the rooms, the tenants run the risky 
business of “selling dope” – a business that is kept alive by “a constant dribble of daytime 
customers and visitors” who lacked the “coarse and profane tones” of the nighttime customers 
(64). Pharr admired the realistic novels of Sinclair Lewis and aspired to capture the realism that 
characterized Lewis’ writing. In an interview Pharr states, “Mr. Lewis let me look through 
windows and peek around corners at the white man as he really lived … Only I would let white 
people look at the black man as he lives when the white man is not looking or listening” 
(Yarborough, 209). S.R.O. is a hallmark of such realism. In fact its realism is so stark that it 
ultimately surpasses the limitations of that genre and takes us into a surreal world, a fact that the 
narrator Sid Bailey is quick to point out after a long brush with the all-too-real S.R.O. world:  
I had been fighting too hard and too long to remain realistic in the S.R.O. world of 
non-realism. S.R.O. inmates had been granted wine, heroine, cocaine, 
homosexuality and many other God-given remedies to be used against the 
obvious facts of life. I had even been granted a woman like no other woman: my 
manuscript. But not only had I been playing loose with her, but I still fought to be 
realistic while annectent to her. Yeah. Realism means death to a fool. (457) 
The remedies that Sid speaks of transform these “undesirable” Loganites and make possible their 
nomadic becomings that help them survive this harsh urban milieu. But these becomings are not 
the becomings promised by that now famous saying, “Goin' to the Nation, Going to the 
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Terr'tor,'” – they promise no redeeming transformation and ultimately put them at war with the 
“sedentary” life of the polis. 
With brilliant details Pharr not only brings this illegible space and its invisible tenants 
alive, but the reader is almost forced to look away from its pages to avoid the “stink” that fills the 
hallways and the lobbies. There is not a moment of silence in this hotel, people come and go 
“with the ease of serpents, some venomous and others harmless, but all of them inhabiting a 
jungle of narcotics, aberrant sex, addictions, petty crime, prostitution and an atmosphere in 
which murder, except in cases where the victim is white and the murderer is black, is regarded as 
a passing inconvenience,” writes Carew in his New York Times review. Thus the Logan comes to 
represent all that is dark and deathly about urban America – a monstrosity best left to fester in 
sanitary isolation. What Carew and other critics miss is that although throughout the five 
hundred and more pages we hardly step out of the Logan, it is not hard to understand that places 
like the Logan help the surrounding city maintain its façade of cleanliness and normativity. Just 
as any household needs an intricate mechanism of labyrinthine indoor plumbing that flush out 
the daily waste out of the sight of its inhabitants, the Logan too, helps the shinning city around it 
survive by supplying the addiction, and other “sinful pleasures” that the domain of “houses” 
cannot permit. Carew precisely misses this point when he faults Pharr’s novel for not offering 
“sharp enough glimpses of the society outside the Logan with its armies of squares” that “could 
have brought the Logan and its denizens into sharper focus.” By not justifying or bringing 
“Logan into sharper focus” Pharr succeeds in laying bare the reality of the lives of those who 
forever roam the urban milieu in utter invisibility as a “vaudeville of whores, pimps, junkies, 
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lesbians.”36 Living in the heart of Manhattan, these denizens are systematically made invisible 
and shunned by cops and the Black Nationalist organizations because as Robert Reid-Pharr 
reminds us in his essay, “Clean: Death and Desire in Samuel R. Delany’s Stars in My Pocket 
Like Grains of Sand” (2011), “cleanliness were—and are—absolutely necessary to the ‘properly’ 
established household” (392). In a heated exchange with the power-mongering white dope seller, 
Sinman, Sid Bailey poignantly summarizes the exploitative politics behind the creation of spaces 
such as the Logan: 
This place was created by a lack of brotherhood … This was a fairly decent hotel 
four or five years ago before the white tenants made their exodus … They moved 
out before the junkies came, … They fled from nice respectable Afro-Americans. 
If they’d stayed and showed their brotherhood, and insisted upon this hotel 
remaining a moral place to live, there’d be no rathole here today. But they fled 
and there were so many empty rooms the management had to take in a few 
undesirables. Then more, until the junkies ruled the roost. Whiteys create slums, 
not Black people. (142-43) 
The Logan thus spectacularizes the price of that ticket to “civilization” – it is the abject produced 
by the civilizing machine. Within the Logan space desire exists in its real nature – uneducated 
and untamed, it is chaotic. Reid-Pharr reminds us of this exclusionary process that lies at the 
heart of civilizing missions in his essay, “Clean.” Reid-Pharr writes: 
As generations of slaves and their descendants have demonstrated, the price for 
entering into the so-called mainstreams of modern society is all too often the 
vicious repression of those vulgar, ugly, dirty aspects of self and community that 
have been both stifling and invigorating, repressive and liberatory (409).  
Those “vulgar, ugly, dirty” aspects are often the product of the aberrant routes of desire. Logan is 
a space where the routes of desire are not specified and through it the community of clean urban 
dwellers are able to indulge in aberrant behaviors without having to dirty their neatly constructed 
households. Who could forget page after page of sexual encounters between a rich “square” and 
                                                
36 See. Carew, Jan. “One Bed To a Customer: S.R.O. By Robert Deane Pharr.” The New York Times. October 31, 
1971. Web. February 2, 2013. 
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conniving Logan prostitute or the “handsome couple” who come each morning to the Logan for 
their daily dose of heroin? It is the space of the excess that the grid-lined city produces in order 
to make it both navigable and livable. Within the carceral state Logan becomes the factor of 
moral decay with its heroin and marijuana smoking, alcohol and sex addicted, polyamorous 
agents of “destruction” in our society. By spectacularizing a space such as Logan, the society 
around it succeeds in covering up the simple fact that the appetite for alcohol or drugs or 
deviance is widely shared. Although sequestered from the rest of the city, Logan still is not 
beyond the reaches of the money-mongering machine that constantly needs to exploit new 
resources for generating more capital. Thus towards the end of the novel we learn that the 
Loganites will have to move again since “the management has now started to take in whole 
families, charging so much a head and not by the bed” (497). Relegated to a condition of 
incessant travel, treated as the refuse of the metropolitan space, the likes of the Loganites 
demonstrate that even what is considered “waste” or “scatological” or the “nomadic 
consciousness” has tremendous transformative power. It is hard to miss the connection between 
the “nomadic consciousness” and “waste” since both are produced as the excess of normalizing 
impulses that construct carceral cities. The Logan is thus a nomadic space that is always at war 
with the Metropolitan space and is often co-opted by the polis as it endeavors to reach out further 
and further into its margins. Sid Bailey the narrator enters this space as an embittered “square” 
only to unlearn his square ways and understand the importance of finding sustenance from what 
is considered dirty and filthy – the “ratty-assed junkies and winos” he wants to avoid by isolating 
himself in one of those rare rooms with the privilege of a door that can be locked. 
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One must commend Pharr for refusing to write some reassuring “report from the pit”37 
about the reality of America’s “urban underworld”38 and instead essaying to flesh out the 
complex lives of these “undesirables” engaged in the pursuit of happiness of the kind not attested 
by the “salvific wish.” In the light of our current historical moment when America is yet again 
embroiled in another Cold War with Russia, and increasing its surveillance empowered with 
drones and other technologies over its citizens, especially blacks and other ethnic groups of 
color, the re-publication of S.R.O. after a good two score and more years is rather poignant. The 
carceral American state cannot function as the superpower without sequestering unruly, aberrant 
citizens, into spaces such as the Logan, the ghetto, or prisons or deporting them beyond its 
borders. But the excess of such social clean-up programs are growing into a monstrosity 
challenging the U.S. and other such carceral states to design new modes of control. The point is 
therefore to understand the vital fact about our current times that Mary Katherine Foltz in “The 
Excremental Ethics of Samuel R. Delany” (2008) argues: 
As the disposal of waste may be the largest problem facing life on earth today, 
any discussion of subject formation that challenges the continued burial of excess 
and the manic consumption of the “new,” packaged, clean product has much to 
offer our consumer culture. How we change our interactions with waste or not 
will assuredly determine if we will be able to continue to subsist on Earth. (43) 
S.R.O. undoubtedly is such a work that continues to challenge the discourses of nationalism, and 
its very consumable excess, which I referred to earlier as bourgeois cosmopolitanism and 
                                                
37 James Baldwin writes in “Everybody’s Protest Novel,” “The ‘protest’ novel, so far from being disturbing, is an 
accepted and comforting aspect of the American scene, ramifying the framework we believe to be so necessary.  
Whatever unsettling questions are raised are evanescent, titillating; remote, for this has nothing to do with us, it is 
safely ensconced in the social arena, where, indeed, it has nothing to do with anyone, so that finally we receive a 
very definite thrill of virtue from the fact that we are reading such a book at all. This report from the pit reassures 
us of its reality and its darkness and of our own salvation; and ‘As long as such books are being published,’ an 
American liberal once said to me, ‘everything will be all right’.” [emphasis added] (19). 
38 Thomas Heise’s book Urban Underworlds is the inspiration behind this phrase. 
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attempts to make visible the “nomadic cosmopolitans” who are the unwanted refuse of urban 
America. Echoing this knowledge Pollock et al. write: 
The cosmopolitanism of our times does not spring from the capitalized “virtues” 
of Rationality, Universality, and Progress; nor is it embodied in the myth of the 
nation writ large in the figure of the citizen of the world. Cosmopolitans today are 
often the victims of modernity, failed by capitalism’s upward mobility, and bereft 
of those comforts and customs of national belonging. Refugees, peoples of the 
diaspora, and migrants and exiles represent the spirit of the cosmopolitical 
community. Too often, in the West, these peoples are grouped together in a 
vocabulary of victimage and come to be recognized as constituting the “problem” 
of multiculturism to which late liberalism extends its generous promise of a 
pluralist existence. Cultural pluralism recognizes difference so long as the general 
category of the people is still fundamentally understood within a national frame. 
Such benevolence is often well intentioned, but it fails to acknowledge the 
critique of modernity that minoritarian cosmopolitans embody in their historic 
witness to the twentieth century. (Cosmopolitanism, 6) 
Through a detailed account of the fictional lives of the Hotel Logan occupants, Deane Pharr not 
only offer a critique of twentieth century western modernity but also suggests a minoritarian 
cosmopolitical ethics of resistance to such modernizing projects. 
The Funny House of the Loganites  
Upon his initial entry, Sid isolates himself in his 5C room behind the locked door but 
things from his past and present life as a Lundy’s waiter begins to haunt him and cause “delirium 
tremens” – memories of his once married life with Alise, “the razor-legged woman,” who 
humiliated him, the shame of his alcoholism because of which he was evicted from the previous 
welfare hotel Rex, frustration of being stuck in a meaningless job in spite of his college 
education, and more, rush in to torment his being. Inside his head, “was the whirr of a motion 
picture projector gone mad” (14). He tries to make sense of his restless life:  
Whiskey and a no-good woman was the story of my life ever since the annulment 
I thought I wanted and had received. And these last five years since I’d loosed and 
been loosed by Alise had been the living end. … Nothing but whores and barflies. 
There’s no torture on earth worse than that feeling of loneliness you get after 
laying up with one of those. And you’ve got to be over thirty-five to know what 
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loneliness really is in New York City. And you got to be a guy who likes to drink 
in bars. Hell. Lots of crimes are committed by barflies who are just too lonely not 
to. (16) 
This summary of his life fails to comfort him and more questions well up, flinging him into the 
chaos of his being: “Why do so many black-assed healthy men like to work at Lundy’s? And 
how come all the real faggots who worked at Lundy’s had good wives or steady boy friends 
while we so-called normal men lived in one dreary hotel room after another?” (17). Thus begins 
Sid’s maddening journey through the stinking portals of the Logan as a homophobic, bitter, 
alcoholic, who desires a better job, a heteronormative family life, and an end to that life in 
forever transit from “one dreary hotel room after another.” If cosmopolitanism means 
“continuous openness to the world,” or “an orientation, a willingness to engage with the Other,” 
and a “capacity to interact across cultural lines,”39 then Sid by entering the Logan is 
automatically exposed to different “Others” and will be able to survive and thrive once he figures 
out a way to engage with and love and understand all those “faggots,” “junkies,” “whores” that 
throng the hallways outside his locked door. His “delirium tremens” is a symptom of the 
nomadic becoming that Sid will undergo within the space of the Logan. Sid soon realizes the 
virtue in the willingness to know the Other, once he is put in charge of the foyer door of his floor 
by the alcoholic lesbian couple Joey and Jinny (famously referred to as J&J) who lives next door. 
By answering that door “he learns a whole lot” – he learns that his “squareness” is a 
disadvantage behind the walls of the welfare hotel. (64). Even outside on the street Sid is haunted 
by the image of “Black Panthers shooting at you because you are an educated pussy” (14). 
Once Sid learns the importance of “answering the door,” the crazy world of the Logan 
begins to engulf his existence in the form of the most enigmatic neighbors and their daily clients. 
                                                
39 Definition of cosmopolitanism quoted in “Producing Cosmopolitanism at the Borderlands: Lonely Planeteers and 
‘Local’ Cosmopolitans in Southwest China” by Beth E. Notar, Anthropological Quarterly, 81(3), 2008. p. 618. 
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Although we mostly encounter The Logan space through the point of view of Sid, Pharr allows 
his readers no comfort of certainty that the first person narrator almost always promises. Sid is an 
unreliable narrator; the more he tries to make meaning out of the chaos of his and his neighbors’ 
daily lives, the further he gets from holding on to any one truth. The very act of reading S.R.O. or 
attempting to write about it is like being in the midst of a wild masquerade where it is impossible 
to tell apart reality and myth, truth and lies, rich and poor, jester and commoner. This is what 
makes S.R.O. an unconventional novel. Critics have had a hard time dealing with its lack of 
action and excessive chatter, its digressions into lives of several other characters who “frequently 
appear and disappear” and get in the way of “the reader’s [ability to look] more deeply into the 
hearts of already established characters” as New York Times critic Jan Carew muses. Using 
Thomas Mann’s definition of a great novel, Carew faults S.R.O. for missing that mark because 
unlike great novels that “range from the urbane to the demoniac,” S.R.O. “limits itself to a limbo 
between these two extremes.” What Carew and other critics miss about the novel is that Pharr is 
not interested in repeating the linearity of other novels because the lives he writes into existence 
have no such teleology but move in circles. In a rare interview when Pharr is asked about the 
“dialogue heaviness” in his work, he scoffs at such critiques and argues: “They’ve always said 
that… That’s what I’m interested in – the exchange of ideas between two people – and that’s 
what I would like other people to be interested in”40 (245). The “persistent hum of conversation” 
that bothers critics like Carew is ironically the driving force of the novel. Conversation is 
mundane unless it fuels the climax in a novel but S.R.O. has no climax – although the Logan will 
change as the outside world will find some economic interest in turning it into a much fancier 
hotel catering to the bourgeois cosmopolitan travelers for whom New York City holds a different 
                                                
40 See “Interview with Robert Deane Pharr” by John O’Brien and Raman K. Singh, Negro American Literature 
Forum Vol.8, No. 3 (Autumn, 1974) pp.244-246. 
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charm, the lives of the former Loganites will forever remain stuck in the “limbo” as the novel 
stylistically mimics much to Carew’s disappointment. Lacking the grand destiny of characters 
that are favored by great novels, the Loganites’ lives precipitate and shine through moments of 
dialogue that range from the “urbane to the demoniac” and everything in between. The 
reluctance of granting S.R.O. any kind of serious literary status is not just typical of its critics but 
also the editors, who according to Pharr, in spite of knowing that he had been “living in an 
S.R.O.” were “not quite ready to swallow what went on there.”  They were averse to the idea of 
accepting it as a novel and wanted to publish it as “a personal journal of a man who lived in that 
kind of environment,” but Pharr assures his reader that although it is shaped by his experiences 
as a single room occupancy dweller, S.R.O. “isn’t a journal” but indeed “is a novel” (246). The 
“inner chapters” that according to his critics are often deemed as digressions were meant by 
Pharr “to get the reader involved in all the crap that went on inside the building.”  
Ironically, then it is the “crap” that not only inspires Pharr to write S.R.O. but will also 
fuel Sid’s ambition to be that writer who dares to “descend into the very pits of all that was not 
quite normal” (435). These “inner chapters,” referred to as “Scenes” in the novel, shift the 
perspective to a third-person point of view. While Carew never mentions much about these inner 
chapters, Yarborough opines that these set of six “Scenes” are one of the narrative strategies that 
work perfectly and prevent the book from “completely capsizing” because of the other several 
flaws, such as the sheer length of the novel, the large and confusing cast of characters, and the 
juxtaposition of “pain, loss, cruelty, and tragedy” with the “comic, almost slapstick effects.” 
These “inner chapters” or “insights” as Pharr calls them are remnants of an earlier draft written 
entirely in the third person that the publisher refused to accept. Yarborough prefers the third-
person point of view of the “Scenes” as they “are more straightforward in diction, flatter in tone, 
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and more conventional in exposition than the remaining twenty-eight chapters” and “serve as a 
counter-point to Sid’s narrative” thus presenting the important characters “free of the limitations 
of Sid’s perceptions” (Yarborough, 211-212). However, these “Scenes” can also be interpreted 
as excerpts from the novel that Sid manages to carve out from his daily experiences at The 
Logan. Together the “Scenes” help convey the high drama that characterizes the daily lives of 
the Logan inmates and give us a sense of the “nomadic cosmopolitanism” that the Loganites 
embody.  
At the center of this high drama of The Logan are the couple, Joey and Jinny (J&J) and 
the duo, James Roland Person (a.k.a. Sinman) and Blind Charlie. These four characters come 
from different backgrounds and much like Sid have traveled a lot before finding their “home” in 
this welfare hotel. When Sid first unlocks his door and steps into the hall he is presented with a 
conundrum in the form of his next-door neighbor, Joey whom he mistakenly identifies as a 
“rotund little Irishman” with the voice of a woman and soft hands. When Joey introduced him to 
his wife Jinny, Sid thought she was “[u]gly as hell but in a cute sort of Afric way,” making them 
the most “gruesomely matched couple in America today.” The fact that they appeared to be 
happily married made Sid question the possiblilty of such an odd coupling: “A Black boogie gal, 
married to an Irisher” made Sid question, “why the hell would a Black gal go to the trouble of 
marrying a white faggot?” (23-24). Sid is disgusted to be in the company of such a “faggot” but 
the Logan world leaves him with little choice but to befriend J&J, who eventually will become 
not only his “drinking companions” but the family who’ll stay by his side while he recovers from 
a bout of madness at St. Luke’s. But first, Sid has to make sense of the games, the role-playings, 
and the racial and gender drags that Joey so masterfully performs: 
I was amazed by the many inconsistencies of Joey. This would-be male had not 
only a woman’s voice but a Southern Negro accent as well. However, it was not 
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until Joey began to preface his remarks with such phrases as: “We Negroes …” 
and “All us colored people …” that I began to feel cordially uptight. (25) 
Sid’s attempts at analyzing and interpreting this “happily married” couple leaves him utterly 
confused until Sinman offers some legible explanation to the riddle of J&J:  
Joey is a woman. She gave birth to a son several years my senior … Joey is a 
transvestite and a lesbian, but nevertheless a woman. She also was a topflight 
hijacker in her day until love bade her and Jinny renounce crime to live in serenity 
on Welfare. (37-38) 
Joey is thus a composite image of all that is considered trashy and aberrant and anti-
social under the normative gaze. However, in the Logan world Joey and Jinny control 
everything.  They are masters of con and easily manipulate Sid into becoming their “Silver Spur” 
supplier. Besides alcohol, gossip is their other drug. Their constant “willingness to know the 
Other,” a hallmark of being a cosmopolitan, helps them navigate and dictate this queer world 
with ease. Joey “dispensed all kinds of advice, especially legal and criminal advice, plus 
theatrical history and lore, and some pure entertainment” and Jinny raised the cash and 
introduced the Logan occupants to the moneylender Joe Ash and “acted as an intermediary 
between the managers and those tenants who had somehow incurred their wrath.” In sum J&J 
were “the final arbiters, the givers of the last word in the Logan” (71). Identity is never fixed in 
this world; in fact its constructedness is repeatedly put into question by Joey’s drag 
performances. Seeing Joey fight with Jinny, Sid comments on the artificiality of that moment and 
reveals it as yet another game that J&J and the other Loganites indulge in:  
Joey’s ranting was but an extension of the husband-and-wife game the two were 
forever playing … everything in the Logan was nothing but a game. (111) 
In the presence of J&J and the other Loganites, Sid’s cordial uptightness and 
“squareness” is always brought into question and the drag performances around him confront 
him to act against the grain of his “squareness.” As a “square” and “uptight” within the Logan 
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space, Sid’s accounts of the other deviates are questionable from the onset of the novel, a fact 
that Sid is constantly reminded of, especially by J&J:  
You got everything in the Logan all wrong’ they point out when Sid tries to 
question the possibility of a ‘dope-selling’ business in the presence of the 
“whiteys.” (30)  
J&J exposes the illusion that lies at the heart of representation, a fact that the narrative strategy 
mimics by recurringly rendering the protagonist’s or any other characters’ account of the Logan 
world suspect. The truth always slips and denies the reader the pleasure of ever knowing how to 
interpret this world. The games, the drags, the unreliable narration, together compose a 
cautionary tale for the scholar who aims to find a singular explanation for lives “wasted” by 
poverty and aberrant behavior by reading a novel such as S.R.O. Against these fluid exchanges of 
desire and identification, the dimensions of the dominant symbolic order of compulsory 
heterosexual matrix and racial categories are uncovered and denaturalized. 
When Sid meets Jimmy/Sinman again after four years in the Logan he is hardly able to 
recognize the nineteen-year old white “naïve college kid” and a student of music with whom he 
had discussed their mutual passion for making art over a bottle of wine. Sid had felt ashamed of 
his race then since three “weed-high Black bastards” had plundered and smashed young Jimmy’s 
room (35). But four Logan years have transformed the “naïve” son of a millionaire named Jimmy 
into Sinman – the self proclaimed “student of sin,” an embittered Julliard student turned drug-
dealer and resident philosopher41 who masters the “Nineteenth-century drawing-room speech” 
(34). Sinman now controls the lives of the Logan junkies by supplying them with drugs, and 
makes them the subject of his long sermons that often leave Sid feeling angry and dizzy 
                                                
41 See Yarborough. p. 211. 
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especially when Sinman boldly proclaims “I am not white” (143). Sinman’s fascination with 
blackness, unlike that of Joey’s stems from his confused Victorian ideology which prompts him 
to equate blackness with sin:  
Sin is the source of all; therefore we must evolve a creed out of Sin … That is 
why American Black man is the center of new cosmos to come. For he is sprung 
from a lewd blackmoor and a degenerate white man. (144) 
 In Sinman’s sermons and speeches throughout the novel it is hard to miss the echoes of Myrdal 
and other sociologists who were quick to point out the curious pathologies of the ghetto 
denizens. According to Sid, Jimmy is a Negrophile who portrays himself “as being Great-white-
fathers-whom-the-savages-simply-had-to-love” (36). It is therefore quite fitting that in his 
presence Sinman’s confidante and protector, Blind Charlie is nothing but a “coal-black monster” 
and is “Blackest Africa’s answer to Caesar” who “scare[s] [Sid] witless” (37). But once Sid 
befriends Blind Charlie in spite of his initial repulsion, he discovers a different side to him – one 
that is vulnerable, loving, and at times wise. Sinman thus functions as the white supremacist 
capitalist presence within the Logan space that forces Sid to overcome his homophobia and 
disgust for the “mad-dogs” of the Logan and recognize their struggle for survival, their 
individuality. When Sinman essentializes the junkies as “cut from the same cloth” (145) or 
belittles them as theives and born liars possessed of the “weirdest sexual desires” and “selfish 
beyond bestiality,” Sid retorts by identifying in the junky’s “pursuit of happiness” the valorized 
American trait of “rugged individualism”:  
As far as I’m concerned, a junky is the last of the rugged individualists. Junkies 
thrive on any dog-eat-dog situation. They live for the big sting that’s coming their 
way tomorrow. It’s the Great American Dream. (145) 
Perhaps the sharpest critique of Sinman’s supremacist views and Sid’s snobbery comes from 
Sandy, another junky and a whore who often visits the Logan and is dismissed as dumb by 
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Charlie. She protests when Sinman exoticizes Black people and castigates Sid for assuming that 
Logan “is the personification of ignorance” and makes him aware of the fact that “there’s a 
whole lot of educated people in here too” (117). 
Besides these four characters that seem to have the most control over the Logan world, 
the novel is populated by a host of other subjectivities that defy the familiar modalities of riches-
to-rags that one expects to find in ghetto narratives. The dynamics of the shared space 
denaturalizes the normative desires of ordering society through material possession and 
segmentation. In the process, S.R.O. brings to light the disconcerting truth of homelessness and 
rootlessness that became the lot of Black urban lives in post World War II America. 
Love in the Logan 
 The nomadic consciousness that is borne out of this perpetual condition of homelessness 
that the Logan world signifies is best understood through the several amorous moments, that are 
narrated as intensely as the numerous murderous knife-fighting and dope-selling moments in the 
novel. The heterosexual notion of monogamous love or married love is but a drag within this 
space. When Joey plays the role of a dominating husband we are reminded of Judith Butler’s 
famous dicta regarding the performative dimensions of gender: “drag implicitly reveals the 
imitative structure of gender itself [I will add sex, race, and class to the mix] – as well as its 
contingency” (Butler, 175).42 Within this shared space the “cultural mechanism” that renders our 
different identity categories as natural and a given is jeopardized and the capitalist logic of 
ownership and identification loses its authenticity.  
                                                
42 Godin uses Butler’s theorization of drag in her analysis of Joey’s performance. Godin writes “Joey’s performance 
as the S.R.O. drag king epitomizes Judith Butler’s now classic dicta regarding the performative dimensions of 
gender: ‘In imitating gender,’ asserts Butler, ‘drag implicitly reveals the imitative structure of gender itself—as 
well as its contingency’” (149). 
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During one of his frequent visits to Sinman’s one of a kind “largest and most expensive-
looking room” (36) in the Logan, Sid has the privilege to meet the “godawfully pretty” “mellow 
sort of beige” complexioned Gloria (46). Her pretty looks prompt Sid to automatically assume 
that she was perhaps “one of the few innocents left around Harlem” (47) but his assumption is 
soon punctured by Gloria’s long celebratory speech about her life as a cunning, conning, Harlem 
prostitute. In spite of Gloria being yet another “no-good woman” that Sid’s “squareness” deems 
unworthy and corrupt, Sid surprises himself by conceiving of a future with Gloria after a 
dizzying three-day “marathon cohabitation” with her that transports him to “another country, 
another life, a world [he] never dreamed existed” (52). Sid is frightened by this new passion for a 
woman who is a prostitute and a nymphomaniac, and the thought of a future with her evades his 
vocabulary:  
And in my sorrow I turned to Gloria’s future. Surely it would have to embrace me 
also, and it was frightening to think that we faced a love without love. I could 
foresee all the many beds Gloria would wander into. So in all her loveliness she 
was but a crown of thorns the playful gods had tossed upon my lonely head.  (54) 
The indefinable love that Sid feels for Gloria thus sets him on a collision course with his 
“square” conception of life, and offers him ever-changing maps of the aberrant routes of desire. 
His love for Gloria doesn’t deter him from falling in love with the exotic “Dutch-Javanese-
Iranian-Mandean” and Bostonian Sharlee who prefers to identify herself as a Black woman 
(153). In fact by embracing and opening up to these frightening possibilities of the Logan world, 
Sid is ultimately able to conceive of a never-before-written novel that will give voice to the 
trashed subjectivities that throng the Logan corridors and rooms. Perhaps the protagonist of his 
novel will be a “madwoman,” an archetype that the fates have sent him to write about “all that 
was not quite normal” (435). 
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Writing as an Expression of the Minoritarian Cosmopolitical Ethics of Resistance 
In Pharr’s attempt to represent Sid as a writer whose craft is honed and shaped by the 
experiences of a world that is neglected by other black writers of his time, we can see a different 
use of what I call the “the trope of writing” – one that other Black American writers have often 
used to portray upward mobility and capture and represent an authentic voice that encompasses 
the experience of being Black. In order to understand better the innovativeness that characterizes 
Pharr’s employment of this familiar trope, we need to first grasp the idea that the act of 
representation makes authenticity impossible. 
When we look at the syllabi of American Literature courses being currently taught at 
different English departments in the U.S., we often notice the inclusion of Frederick Douglass’ 
1845 slave narrative as a required text. By mentioning this fact I don’t intend either to declare 
American Education system as post-racial, or that mainstream American literature departments 
have triumphed over racial and ethnic boundaries to comprehend Black American writers as 
important producers of American culture. My purpose is to demonstrate through the mentioned 
fact the political efficacy that the trope of writing bears in Black American literary culture. 
Writing initiated the “conjugal union” of black and white America and birthed a national culture 
that is anything but pure white.  It is easy to remember that slave masters had banned their 
African American slaves from reading and writing. In his Narrative, Douglass declares that he 
becomes aware of his human existence precisely at the point he ignored the master’s ban and 
labored to be that literate subject that was deemed unfit for an enslaved black person. Douglass 
gains prominence as a national figure only when he was able to penetrate the print medium with 
the writing of his narrative about “how a slave becomes a man.” Through the act of reading he 
becomes free, and the act of writing propels him into the national political scene. Demonstrating 
Biswas 98 
this connection between writing and the producing of black Americans as national subjects in her 
book Signs and Cities, Madhu Dubey writes: 
Debates about the political efficacy of the modern print tradition bear special 
resonance for African-American writers. From its beginnings African-American 
literature has been fueled by an immense faith in the egalitarian promise of print 
modernity. As Henry Louis Gates observes, the nineteenth century slave 
narratives were “propelled by the Enlightenment demand that a ‘race’ place itself 
on the Great Chain of Being primarily through the exigencies of print.” If the 
slave narratives equated “the rights of man with the ability to write,” much of the 
subsequent African American literary tradition was galvanized by the belief that 
print literature could effectively press the case for full black participation in 
national life. (4) 
When we survey the vast body of Black American Literature, we come across many such 
examples of black writers and leaders who gained visibility in the national scene by writing their 
life into existence. The point here is to understand how throughout the history of Black American 
literature, ‘writing’ has been used as a representational tool. Thus we often come across Black 
protagonists who in the course of the novel become writers or dream of becoming one. The most 
famous example is perhaps the eponymous protagonist of Ralph Ellison’s novel Invisible Man. 
After being on the run, much like Bigger Thomas of Richard Wright’s Native Son, Ellison’s 
protagonist falls through the cracks of white society literally, and hibernates invisibly in an 
underground hole that saves him from becoming a Bigger whose natural destiny is the prison. 
Once underground, Invisible Man comes to accept his invisibility aboveground but begins to 
piece together the fragments of his chaotic life into the novel called Invisible Man and desires to 
connect with the rest of the world through it. The closing lines of the novel drips of his desire for 
visibility:  
I can hear you say, “so it was all a build-up to bore us with his buggy jiving. He 
only wanted us to listen to him rave!” But only partially true; Being invisible and 
without substance, a disembodied voice as it were, what else could I do? What 
else but try to tell you what was really happening when your eyes were looking 
through? And it is this which frightens me: Who knows but that, on the lower 
frequencies, I speak for you? (581) 
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The fear expressed at the end is perhaps borne out of the possibility of connection that Invisible 
Man, through the act of narration, might forge with other disembodied readers whose race or 
creed or gender might defy such possibilities in the embodied world aboveground. Writing thus 
allows the writer to re-inscribe the world in queer ways and create an unaccustomed earth; in the 
process the writer is recreated as a new being as well. This is perhaps the magical appeal of 
“writing.” Deleuze and Guatttari in their difficult yet rewarding text, A Thousand Plateaus 
lucidly explain the possibilities that “writing” and books provide us with:  
Writing has nothing to do with signifying. It has to do with surveying, mapping, 
even realms that are yet to come … contrary to a deeply rooted belief, the book is 
not an image of the world. It forms a rhizome with the world, there is an aparallel 
evolution of the book and the world; the book assures the deterritorialization of 
the world, but the world effects a reterritorialization of the book, which in turn 
deterritorializes itself in the world (if it is capable, if it can). Mimicry is a very 
bad concept, since it relies on binary logic to describe phenomena of an entirely 
different nature. The crocodile does not reproduce a tree trunk, any more than the 
chameleon reproduces the colors of its surroundings. The Pink Panther imitates 
nothing, it reproduces nothing, it paints the world its color, pink on pink; this is its 
becoming-world, carried out in such a way that it becomes imperceptible itself, 
asignifying, makes its rupture, its own line of flight, follows its “aparallel 
evolution” through to the end. (4-11) 
Following the logic of Deleuze and Guatttari (D&G) we can say that the writer through the act of 
writing forms a rhizome with the world and in the process both the writer and the world are 
“reterritiorialized” through the book. The trope of writing allows the author to experiment with 
the art of representation but at the same time disallows the possibility of any kind of authenticity. 
Representation isn’t mimicry of life as D&G explains, but reorders life to create new patterns 
and new matrices. 
But the African American literary texts that gained prominence during the 60s reflect a 
different understanding of literary representation. During the heyday of the Black Power 
movement writers such as Larry Neal and Amiri Baraka labored to create an authentic black 
voice in their works in order to fortify the resistance to white power. Thus they first attempted to 
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exorcise the white western literary voices that haunted African American literature since Phyllis 
Wheatley. Their task was to bring the folk voice to the center of literary production, a project 
that was started by Harlem Renaissance writers such as Langston Hughes and Zora Neale 
Hurston. Quoting from Larry Neal’s 1969 essay, “Black Art and Black Liberation,” Murray 
writes:  
Larry Neal imagined the blues singer as “the voice of the community, its 
historian, and one of the shapers of its morality.” The performer’s “ideas and 
values are, in fact, merely expressions of the general psychology of the people.” 
Neal understood this vocalist as both repository and expressive medium in the 
consolidation of a nationalist consciousness that would liberate African 
Americans from white “ideas and values that finally attack the core” of black 
“existence.” In this regard Neal and his fellow nationalists marshaled vernacular 
culture as armament in combating the hegemony of a white America. (927)  
This insistence on creating an authentic black voice as a singular representational tool for voicing 
the struggles of African American people ended up creating a political platform that not only 
marginalized women but also black men whose sexual orientation or social status limited their 
ability to embrace the authoritative masculine performance that was patented by the Black Arts 
or Black Panther Movements. Moreover, the urban reality of the inner city spaces, such as 
Harlem in New York City, made any kind of singular vernacular culture impossible. When 
Gloria attempts to educate Sid about the “new Black etymology” which unites all African 
Americans under the singular rubric of the “Black Nationalist” to defy the “divide and rule” 
policy of the “whitey,” Sid scoffs at the idea of such a unity: “Just because a man is Black he’s 
my equal? Some shit if you ask me” (510). Thus Pharr through his spokesperson Sid Bailey 
negates the Black Nationalist concept of a singular black identity and instead uses the “trope of 
writing” to envision the possibility of a community that is “one and yet, many” (Invisible Man, 
577).  
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The act of writing in Pharr’s novel does not fulfill the familiar function of offering a 
ticket to a better future. Instead, it helps Sid survive the ravages of the ever-changing urban 
landscape that he fears will hurtle him “into a void.” It allows him to embrace the nomadic 
trajectories that urban life offers to the likes of the Loganites. The novel doesn’t end with any 
transformation of the individual’s fortune as the idea of “going to the territory” signifies in Black 
American culture. Sid leads Charlie through the dark streets to some unspecified destination after 
Sinman and Sharlee’s death. Ahead of Sid looms “the vision of [his] newborn child, who would 
grow to be [his] constant whore of a manuscript; the relentless womanhood of Gloria; and the 
pulsing harbor of more life which is God’s sole reality” and that will keep him walking, “keep 
[him] right on” (544). Perhaps that is the purpose of writing as well – to “keep right on,” a 
nomadic act that defies the possibility of predicting the end. 
By offering an argument for antinormative belonging I do not mean to suggest that there 
is no possibility of alternate worldmaking through normative forms of human intimacy and 
romance. In what follows next, I turn our attention to normative relationships between black men 
and black women and attempt to trace out the possibilities such intraracial bondings promise. In 
order to grasp the revolutionary potential of Clarence Cooper Jr.’s work that was shunned by his 
contemporaries, I analyze the effects of Cold War politics on the black American struggle for 
equality and voting rights in the post World War II era. I argue that the anti-Soviet propaganda 
and pro-corporate policies at the heart of the nation-building logic successfully created a “great 
divide between the black people on the Hill” and those who lived in the “Hollow” as Baldwin 
framed it during his conversations with Julius Lester, in April 1984. Cooper thus pens a sharp 
critique of the black bourgeoisie and its exploitation of the black underclass in the inner cities, 
especially black women, in the three short novels I discuss in the following chapter. Cooper’s 
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protagonists are all black working class men who eventually learn to respect, love, and make 
common cause with those violated black women who make them aware of the corruption of the 
black religious organizations and the black bourgeoisie through their everyday struggles and 
modes of resistance. Cooper’s work therefore offers alternative portrayals of black masculinity 
that was cognizant of black women’s struggles in a heteropatriarchal and capitalist world, and 
advocates a politics of coalition across gender within black communities that was already being 
voiced by some of the black queer feminists like Audre Lorde, a contemporary of Cooper. By 
reading for bonding across difference, this chapter recasts the familiar heterosexual romance plot 
to illuminate the constrictive and separatist ideals that haunt the all too familiar narrative of 
manhood that mainstream discourses of nationalism both black and white often preach. I 
therefore argue that Cooper deploys the power of empathy to carve out a narrative and 
ideological space within which black masculine subjects strive to reclaim the racialized terrain of 
the inner city and the nation space along with black women, without repeating the white 
paternalistic discourses of ownership. 
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Chapter 3 
The Outsiders: Affiliation and Repair in Clarence Cooper Jr.’s Black! Three Short Novels 
You see, there were two Harlems. There were those who lived on 
Sugar Hill and there was the Hollow, where we lived. There was a 
great divide between the black people on the Hill and us. I was just 
a ragged, funky black shoeshine boy and was afraid of the people 
on the Hill, who, for their part, didn't want to have anything to do 
with me. 
⎯James Baldwin, “Conversations with Julius  
    Lester” (1984)43 
True to his campaign promises, in 1949 Truman continued to 
promote modest biracial reform efforts at the federal level, while at 
the same time escalating the Cold War at home. Truman’s victory 
silenced and isolated black progressives for many years, and 
committed the NAACP and most middle-class black leaders to an 
alliance with Democratic presidents who did not usually share 
black workers’ interests, except in ways which would promote 
their own needs at a given moment. Accommodation, anti-
communism, and tacit allegiance to white liberals and labor 
bureaucrats became the principal tenets of black middle-class 
politics for the next decade. 
⎯Manning Marable, Race, Reform, and Rebellion  
    (1984) 
 The years 1962 to 1963 mark the publications of two very important works by black 
American writers and activists, James Baldwin and Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Baldwin’s 
Another Country was a best seller and King’s “Letter from Birmingham City Jail” published in 
The Atlantic as “The Negro Is Your Brother,” was written in response to an accusation about 
being “an outside agitator” in Birmingham made by eight white religious leaders of the South. 
Both these seminal works advocate the importance of the unification of the two warring 
American souls, one black and one white, for the survival and health of the nation and its 
progress into the future. While Baldwin boldly suggests miscegenation, interracial and 
homosexual love as the path towards the fulfillment of the American promise of equality, King 
                                                
43 See https://www.nytimes.com/books/98/03/29/specials/baldwin-reflections.html 
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offers a less dangerous love, that of brotherly love, as the antidote to the racist culture that had 
engulfed America at that time. Thus both these works chiefly address the great divide between 
black and white America. However, not much was mentioned about the divide that existed 
within black America – the class divide that disallowed working class black men and women 
toiling invisibly in the American inner-cities, from benefitting from the narratives of love, 
equality, and progress since World War II.   
During the same time there was another writer who was actively publishing works that 
addressed the divide within. Clarence Cooper Jr. was a contemporary of Baldwin and King and 
he too wrote about love in The Dark Messenger, published as a stand-alone paperback in 1962, 
and in Yet Princes Follow and Not We Many, published together under the title Black! in 1963. 
But the love that he portrays in these works is intraracial as well as interracial. His protagonists 
are mostly black men but they often find themselves struggling against a corrupted world, whose 
sole “mantra” is upward mobility through material prosperity even at the cost of those who are 
more vulnerable within the community. Cooper’s protagonists find freedom and love by 
realizing the fallacy that lies at the heart of American conceptions of national belonging and 
citizenship driven by the selfish narrative of class mobility or capitalism. They choose instead, to 
embark on a mission to sculpt out a different poetics of love and survival through the knowledge 
and recognition of the struggles and voices of those countless, invisible “others” within the 
community. The others include black women, and the denizens of the inner cities whose voices 
and protests were trumped by the black middle-class, the blood thirsty Numbers Men, and the 
corrupted religious institutions for whom the Cold War era capitalist version of the American 
Dream narrative offered the much-aspired ticket to prosperity if not equality at the time.  
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In the 1963 forward to Black! a young Harlan Ellison wrote a moving tribute to this now 
forgotten genius: 
Clarence Cooper Jr. is black and can not get along with this world, … No special 
star shone at his birth to tell anyone that another dark face or a special talent had 
come to stare at us and wonder what place it could find for itself. He had to find 
his own voice for his own message and that message is here.44 
The Norton Old Books editors Marc Gerald and Samuel Blumenfeld wanted the world to hear 
that message again and published all the three stories under the title Black! Three Short Novels in 
1997. For more than three decades since the initial publication of the three short novels his 
message was lost to the world. Since 1960 and until his death in 1978 Cooper had published six 
novels but none of them were in print at the time of his death. Neither his addiction nor prison 
could take away his need to write:  
A charter member of the live fast-die young school, the native of Detroit, 
Michigan, was a lifelong dopefiend, and had been in and out of jail since his 
teens. But psychiatrists delve, fighters fight, and rather than whiling away his 
three-year sentence examining the reasons for his addiction, Cooper wrote. 
(Foreward to Black! Three Short Novels) 
Yes, Cooper indeed kept on writing and traveling across urban America much like the characters 
in Robert Deane Pharr’s S.R.O., “unwilling to compromise his scorched-earth point of view for 
fame,” and died at the 23rd Street YMCA in New York, penniless and alone.45 The more 
respected hardback publishers shunned him and so did the black literati of his time. The Regency 
House, a Chicago-based outfit, edited by a young Harlan Ellison, mostly published his novels in 
slash-and-crash paperback editions. In this chapter, I reintroduce yet another forgotten gem such 
as Clarence Cooper Jr. to the canon of black American literature. My purpose here is to analyze 
Cooper’s “message” that was shunned by his contemporaries. By focusing on the re-publication 
                                                
44 Quoted in the Editor’s foreward to the Norton Old Books publication of Black! Three Short Novels. 1997 
45 See Editor’s note to The Scene by Clarence Cooper Jr. 
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of the novels I mentioned above, this chapter aims to highlight the rift within the urban black 
community that became pronounced since the end of World War II and the role that Cold War 
era capitalism played in disallowing the working class or underclass black men and women from 
benefitting from the black liberation movements of the time. What is most inspiring about 
Cooper’s “message” in Black! is that Cooper doesn’t just produce an “authentic report from the 
pit,” another raging protest novel, but offers a narrative of affiliations across difference. By 
reading for bonding across difference, this chapter recasts the collection’s familiar heterosexual 
romance plot to illuminate the constrictive and separatist ideals that haunt the all too familiar 
narrative of manhood that mainstream discourses of nationalism (both black and white) often 
preach. In order to grasp the revolutionary potential of Cooper’s message we need to first 
analyze the effects of Cold War politics not only on American nationalism but also on the black 
American struggle for equality and voting rights in the post World War II era. We need to 
address how the anti-Soviet propaganda and pro-corporate policies at the heart of the nation 
building logic successfully created a “great divide between the black people on the Hill” and 
those who lived in the “Hollow” as Baldwin alludes to in the epigraph.  
“The Sugar Hill” and the “Hollow”: Cold War and the splitting of Black America 
 In a television studio in Washington on August 28, 1963, the day when Dr. King 
delivered his famous “I have a dream” speech, a small group from Hollywood, California joined 
to give their own personally held views of the civil rights gathering. David Schoenbrun 
moderated the discussion, and James Baldwin was among that group of famous Hollywood 
personalities including Sidney Poitier, Marlon Brando, and the famous singer, songwriter and 
activist Harry Belafonte. Towards the end of this discussion when James Baldwin was asked by 
Schoenbrun to reflect on “if you had the right to say ‘I James Baldwin will tell people what to 
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do, and how to solve this thing,’ what would you say?” Schoenbrun adds that he happens to think 
that the most important issue that needs to be addressed is “jobs”. Baldwin succinctly 
summarized his answer and said:  
The nature of the problem as I see it is so complex that one can’t simply say jobs, 
one has to say jobs, schools, houses, it’s a whole complex of things … jobs alone 
won’t solve it, schools alone won’t solve it, it’s in the social fabric … it’s 
everything … the first step probably has to be somewhere in the American 
conscience, the American white republic has to ask itself why it was necessary for 
them to invent the nigger … I’m not a nigger, I never called myself one but when 
one comes into this world and the world decides you are this for its own reasons, 
and I think it’s very important for the Americans, in terms of the future, in terms 
of its health, in terms of the transformation we are seeking that he face this 
question that he needed the nigger for something.” (“Hollywood Round Table - 
Civil Rights,” ca. 1963 [emphasis mine])46 
Starting with the interwar period and during the early years of the Cold War era, African 
American leaders and activists such as W.E.B. Du Bois, Mary Mcleod Bethune, Paul Robeson, 
to mention only a few, set out to make white America face Baldwin’s question about “why it was 
necessary for them [The American white republic] to invent the nigger” and to acknowledge that 
“he [America] [still] needed the nigger for something” even after World War II. Interestingly, 
Baldwin shifts the pronoun from “its” to “he” in order to directly hold American white 
patriarchal ideology responsible – the ideology that not only justified slavery but was also 
responsible for the destruction of the promises of the Roosevelt era New Deal and the adoption 
of imperialist strategies in the aftermath of the war.47 Marxist scholars and historians such as 
                                                
46 US National Archives. “Hollywood Round Table - Civil Rights, ca. 1963.” Online video clip. 
(YouTube, 25 May. 2010. www.youtube.com/watch?v=1u27coFlGXg). 
47 On the legacy of the late president Franklin D. Roosevelt see Manning Marable, Race, Reform, and Rebellion: 
The Second Reconstruction and Beyond in Black America, 1945–2006. (Jackson: Univ Press of Mississippi, 
2007) pp 12-14. Manning Marable while detailing the effects of The Cold War in Black America comments on 
the “ambiguous legacy” of the late president Franklin D. Roosevelt, and mentions that “by most standards, the 
Democrat had been the most liberal chief executive in regard to the civil rights of national minorities in American 
history. The number of black federal employees was increased from 50,000 to 200,000 by 1946. Roosevelt had 
appointed a small group of prominent middle-class blacks, including lawyers Robert C. Weaver and William H. 
Hastie, journalist Robert L.Vann, and educator Mary McLeod Bethune, to administrative posts.” But Marable 
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Gerald Horne, Manning Marable, and Penny Von Eschen have written extensively on the effect 
of the Cold War on Black American politics between 1946 and 1954. The Red scare and the 
anticommunist policies successfully silenced the Black Left from forcing America to adopt 
anticolonialist strategies as part of its foreign policy and not step into the shoes of a weaker Great 
Britain. In 1946 when Winston Churchill in his “Iron Curtain” speech called for an anti-Soviet 
Anglo American military alliance, African American activists along with many other Americans 
disapproved of Churchill’s proposal and correctly pointed out the hidden agenda of undermining 
the power of the United Nations. Eschen reminds us that even NAACP leader, Walter White who 
by 1947 had embraced the anti-Soviet and imperialistic American foreign policies as a strategy 
to force the Truman presidency to adopt the civil rights issue as a necessary step towards gaining 
political clout internationally, adamantly rejected America’s coalition with Britain and rightly 
argued that Churchill’s plan “would virtually insure the continuation of imperialism” and that “it 
would have direct and immediate effect upon all Americans in its underwriting of empire” 
(quoted in Eschen, 97-98). White’s warning went unheeded and the Truman presidency declared 
a diplomatic war on the Soviet and communism across the globe with the “Truman Doctrine” 
and “The Marshall Plan for European Recovery” in 1947. This ushered in the era of a renewed 
and more sinister “Red Scare,” and every critic on the Left such as Paul Robeson and W.E.B. Du 
Bois who supported communism and advocated that America should adopt an anticolonialist 
foreign policy and aid the colonized nations in freeing themselves from the Western European 
powers, were hunted down and made into enemies of the state. Eshen brilliantly argues that after 
                                                                                                                                                       
also critiques Roosevelt for maintaining segregation in his administration and it was only “under the direct threat 
of a black workers’ march on Washington D.C., coordinated by black labor leader A. Philip Randolph in 1941, 
that Roosevelt signed Executive Order 8802 which met the blacks’ concerns in limited respect.” 
 For a summary of the New Deal, see Carol Berkin et al. Making America, Volume 2: A History of the United 
States: Since 1865. (Connecticut: Cengage Learning, 2011). pp. 629–32. The New Deal was a program that 
offered relief and opportunity to the poor in America but also helped in reviving the decrepit economy and aimed 
to reform the financial system to prevent a repeat depression. 
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1946, the African American liberation movement lost its inherent agenda of fighting colonialism 
worldwide due to the embracing of Cold War foreign policies. She writes: 
Henry Wallace and the PCA [Progressive Citizens of America] opposed the 
Marshall Plan on the grounds that without Soviet support, it would increase the 
chance of war. Left-wing African American anticolonialists such as Robeson and 
Du Bois joined with the liberal Wallace and the Progressive Citizens in opposing 
not only the belligerence implied in the Truman Doctrine but the fact that the 
Marshall Plan would bolster the economies of colonial powers without 
consideration of economic and political democracy for colonized peoples. 
Robeson argued that Western European bankers could repay Wall Street only in 
raw materials from Africa, Asia, and South America, thus intensifying the 
exploitation of colonial peoples. Thus for Robeson and his allies, the Marshall 
Plan embodied the victory of the American Century, and its advocacy of U.S. 
political and economic dominance in world affairs, over a genuinely democratic 
worldwide New Deal. (108) 
What Robeson and the others were reacting to was that the Truman administration’s colonialist 
and pro-corporation policies would not only hinder the decolonization process of the “colonized 
peoples” but that such policies would also affect the colonized within American borders. With 
the passage of the Labor-Management Relations Act, known as the Taft-Hartley Act, over 
Truman’s veto in 1947 by Congress, the power of the labor unions was decimated and the 
employers gained power over the workers. Strikes and picketing were prohibited and all this 
ultimately affected African American workers the most.  
Although Marable and Eschen never comment on the effects of the Taft-Hartley Act on 
African American workers, Marable provides some data on the role of the labor unions in 
bettering the condition of black workers across America before the passage of the mentioned 
Act: 
Partially through the militant labor-organizing efforts of the American 
Communist Party, the number of black union workers rose from 150,000 in 1935 
to 1.2 million by the end of the war. Even in many southern cities black and white 
workers formed biracial unions and fought for higher wages and improved 
working conditions. In 1943-1944, 11,000 black and white tobacco workers at the 
R.J. Reynolds plant in North Carolina struck successfully to upgrade the salaries 
of black employees. (14) 
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The Taft-Hartley Act prioritized American corporate interests over that of the workers, and black 
blue-collar workers suffered the most. We see echoes of this political ideology of curbing the 
worker’s rights and prioritizing the rights of the corporations and the rich employers in the 
geopolitical tactics of spatially isolating the black working class in the ghettos and allowing for 
spatial mobility and property ownership for the rich within and beyond the national boundaries.  
In their groundbreaking work American Apartheid, Massey and Denton detail the 
different housing laws through which the government consciously contributed to the segregation 
of black and white urban population in the post war era. Massey and Denton argues that 
[a]fter 1940, the federal government was drawn into the defense of the residential 
color line. Federally sponsored mortgage programs systematically channeled 
funds away from minority neighborhoods, bringing about a wholesale 
disinvestment in black communities during the 1950s and 1960s. Meanwhile, 
local officials, using funds from the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 
Development, carried out systematic slum clearance in ghetto neighborhoods 
adjacent to threatened white districts and then built large blocks of high-density 
public housing in other black neighborhoods to contain black families displaced 
by this “renewal.” The result was a new, more permanent, federally sponsored 
“second ghetto” in which blacks were isolated by class as well as by race (58).  
In Black!, Clarence Cooper depicts this spatial isolation and its debilitating effects on the black 
underclass that ultimately disallowed them from participating in or benefitting from the civil 
rights narrative of equal rights. While the civil rights argument called for the much-needed black 
and white integration, the construction of a homogenous black identity subsumed the reality of 
the class line within the black community that needed to be addressed.   
The labor unions that were very active in the fight for civil rights since the Roosevelt era 
and addressed the needs of the black underclass were disempowered by the passage of the Taft-
Hartley Act. A. Philip Randolph, the nation’s most influential black trade unionist who “was a 
leading force for desegregation both inside the House of Labor and within the largest society,” 
during the Cold War era also embraced the anti-communist polices much like Walter White did 
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in order to push the Truman administration to end segregation within the borders (Marable, 16). 
But what they failed to envision was that the segregation policies within the borders were in sync 
with the international policies of controlling and segregating the rest of the world, similarly 
along race and class lines as the communists argued at the time. Thus as mentioned in the 
epigraph, Marable rightly argues that “Accommodation, anti-communism, and tacit allegiance to 
white liberals and labor bureaucrats became the principal tenets of black middle-class politics for 
the next decade” (23).  
The aspiring black middle class welcomed the anticommunist policies since Stalin had 
become the face of communism. Many black preachers had denounced Marxism because of its 
philosophical atheism. Black entrepreneurs were dedicated to the free enterprise system, and 
sought to enrich themselves through the existing economic order.48 What was lost in the process 
was the cosmopolitan or transnational anticolonialist politics that had charged the early black 
liberation movement. The coalition of the oppressed people across the globe that was possible 
was sacrificed on the altar of the Cold War. Ultimately, American capitalism thrived allowing 
corporations, landlords, and business owners to profit from the exploitation of the poor within 
America and abroad. Interestingly, Dr. King recognized this unfulfilled promise of civil rights 
from 1954-1965 and since the early 60’s began addressing the need for economic equality 
through increased opportunity for the poor, along with bringing back union rights for the 
working poor: 
Our needs are identical with labor’s needs: decent wages, fair working conditions, 
livable housing, old-age security, health and welfare measures, conditions in 
which families can grow, have education for their children, and respect in the 
community. That is why Negroes support labor’s demands and fight laws which 
                                                
48 On the reaction of black middle class to Cold War era policies see Manning Marable. Race, Reform, and 
Rebellion: The Second Reconstruction and Beyond in Black America, 1945–2006. (Jackson: Univ Press of 
Mississippi, 2007) pp 19-30. 
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curb labor. That is why the labor-hater and laborbaiter is virtually always a twin-
headed creature spewing anti-Negro epithets from one mouth and antilabor 
propaganda from the other mouth. The duality of interests of labor and Negroes 
makes any crisis which lacerates you, a crisis from which we bleed. And as we 
stand on the threshold of the second half of the twentieth century, a crisis 
confronts us both. Those who in the second half of the nineteenth century could 
not tolerate organized labor have had a rebirth of power and seek to regain the 
despotism of that era while retaining the wealth and privileges of the twentieth 
century.49 
What is poignant about this speech is that in spite of speaking against the restrictive and 
dictatorial ethos of Communism and endorsing the project of Democracy, King accurately 
diagnoses the reason that prompted white supremacy to invent the “nigger.” King argues that it is 
as much an economic issue as it is a psychological one for the “anti-Negro” and “anti-labor” 
propaganda stems from the same source – the profit mongering white patriarchal desire for 
power and dominance. Thus like Robeson and Du Bois, King too recognizes the need for 
addressing the black working class’ exploitation as an essential aspect of the struggle for civil 
rights. The solidification of America as a nation and superpower in the post-war era was made 
possible through the formation of a disenfranchised labor force that could be easily exploited for 
the purposes of building national wealth. Further, by creating a rift between the black middle and 
working classes, the Cold War successfully separated the issue of material exploitation based on 
race from the larger philosophical nature of the problem. By accepting the anti-labor policies of 
the Truman era and later, black middle class leaders and professionals tacitly participated in the 
creation of the ghettoes of urban America. In 1951, when the FBI framed Du Bois as a common 
criminal (an “agent of a foreign principal” for his anti-war work) and withheld his passport, the 
black middle class refused to defend him against the government. This entire ordeal made Du 
                                                
49 Excerpt from the “Speech given to the AFL-CIO Fourth Constitutional Convention Miami Beach, Florida, Dec. 
II, 1961.” What Martin Luther King Said About Unions, Unemployment and Economic Justice Quotations from 
King’s Speeches to Trade Unions. 1963. Web. May 29, 2015. 
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Bois bitterly reflect on the black middle class’ alliance with the white capitalist regime that he 
had fought throughout his career. In his autobiography Du Bois lamented that the black middle 
class, the intelligentsia  
had become American in their acceptance of exploitation as defensible, and in 
their imitation of American “conspicuous expenditure.” They proposed to make 
money and spend it as pleased them. They had beautiful homes, large and 
expensive cars and fur coats. They hated “communism” and “socialism” as much 
as any white American. (quoted in Marable, 27) 
Thus the embracing of capitalism blinded the middle class blacks from seeing the racist policies 
as synonymous with colonialism abroad.  
Even Ebony, the black equivalent of Life magazine, ran an article written by Whitney M. 
Young Jr. in its 1963 issue on the growing rift between the middle class and the working class 
black Americans. The subtitle of the article summarized the problem succinctly: “Widening gap 
between economic elite, low-income masses impedes rights fight.” Young points out that due to 
the staggering income gap between the black “economic elite” and the “low income masses,” the 
two remain isolated from each other not only in the geographical sense but also in terms of the 
political struggle for equality. Young argues that to “the middle-class Negro, the black ghetto 
often is symbolic of discrimination, embarrassment, humiliation, second-class citizenship and 
inferiority. The alienation or withdrawal of the middle-class Negro, therefore, is not so much an 
expression of a desire to escape Negroes in the lower-class category as an unconscious desire to 
escape what has been associated with that status. On the other hand the Negro in the lower-class 
group sees in the fight of the middle-class Negro from his neighborhood a desire to dissociate 
himself from the rest, and this causes a tension.” This alienation or “withdrawal of the middle-
class Negro” leads to the development of separate socio-political goals for the two classes. 
Young boldly repeats Du Bois when he points out that “[t]he estrangement of the Negro elite 
from the Negro masses encourages the former to stop regarding themselves as Negro,” but he 
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cautions this newly formed middle-class minority of succumbing to such desires for upward 
mobility by citing the example of the son of the famous Nobel Prize winner and United Nations 
Under-Secretary Ralph Bunche, who was refused the membership of a tennis club in New York 
because of his color:  
The educationally privileged Negro middle-class will share the horrors and 
hardships of his more handicapped working-class brother as long as racism exists 
in our society and color is still the determining factor in the treatment accorded 
the citizens of an imperfect democracy. (67-71)50 
This disturbing fact about urban black America is then the subject of Clarence Cooper Jr.’s 
Black! In the three short novels Cooper pays tribute to the struggles of the working-class black 
men and women not only against the black economic elite but also against those elite social 
desires that lead the low-income masses to aspire for material prosperity at the cost of their 
community. Corruption, dishonesty, objectification of women, and hatred for the color black and 
as in Nation of Islam’s case, hatred for the color white, often become the available pathways to 
such upward mobility. The protagonists of these three short works are all men who ultimately 
have to unlearn what is considered “manly” by such upward-mobility narratives of success in 
order to survive and find love. 
Becoming Men, Embracing the Human 
In 1910 Du Bois founded The Crisis as the house magazine of the newly formed NAACP 
and by the 1920s it became one of the most widely read black magazines in the country. The 
Crisis was meant to be read by educated blacks, and Du Bois over the years articulated his vision 
for gaining full access to economic and political equality – a vision that also included within it a 
program for black masculinity that was a stark contrast to Booker T. Washington’s vision of 
                                                
50 See Whitney M. Young Jr. “The Role Of The Middle-Class Negro: Widening gap between economic elite, low-
income masses impedes rights fight,” Ebony (Sep 1963) 66-71. 
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economic prosperity and masculinity. For Washington and the publications that embraced his 
ideology, achieving economic ascension through hard work, sincerity, trustworthiness, and belief 
in the white power structure was the slow but necessary road to success. For Du Bois however, 
such an ideology of limited economic gains and adherence to Victorian values was a roadblock 
to equal participation in American society. Progress meant the acceptance of black men as at par 
with white men and the access to opportunities available to all white men. But over the years, Du 
Bois realized the difficulty of gaining such equality and also critiqued the white capitalist idea of 
advancement through competitive individualism and called for an alternative vision of manhood 
that was based on cooperation.51 In an editorial entitled “Co-Operation” in 1917, Du Bois 
reminded his readers that “[t]he first duty of a modern citizen is to earn a living” but added that 
“earning a living today is a complicated thing and it would be a great mistake for Negroes to try 
the old, individualistic laissez-faire method.” Instead in a 1918 edition the Crisis advocated the 
importance of “co-operation” over the “individualistic laissez-faire method” (Pendergast, 191). 
However, by the early 1951 with the indictment of Du Bois for his pro-communist ideals, as I 
mentioned earlier, his vision of progress was overridden by the black middle class leadership’s 
embrace of capitalist democracy. Clarence Cooper Jr.’s The Dark Messenger, set in the early 
1950s, attempts to revisit some of Du Bois’ socialist ideals by portraying the fall of a black 
newspaper, The Weekly Messenger from its initial vision of a radical weekly paper.  
The novel begins with the portrayal of a usual workday, a Friday in the life of a black 
journalist, Lee Merriweather at The Messenger. The bleak wintry backdrop of this unnamed city, 
possibly near Chicago, adds to the drudgery of working in this “drab office of the city’s largest 
                                                
51 For a detailed discussion on the topic of black manhood and the role of the black magazines see Tom Pendergast. 
“Reclaiming the Basis for Masculinity in African American Magazines, 1910-1949” in Creating the Modern 
Man: American Magazines and Consumer Culture 1900-1950 (Columbia and London: University of Missouri 
Press, 2000) pp 167-205. 
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Negro weekly, and its Negroless Negroes” (15). One such “Negroless Negro” is Phillip Meyer, 
the managing editor of the paper. Although Meyer is a black man Lee notices that “everything 
about him resembled a Jew; the long nose to top lip, the hazy orange color of skin – even the 
surname Meyer – it was all an unfunny conjunction” (17). This “unfunny conjunction” of black 
heritage and white privilege that his private school education and middle class upbringing 
offered him is of particular annoyance to Lee because Meyer makes it a point to remind him that 
he was an orphan and picked on him because he has “a nice head of nigger hair.” Meyer is black 
but he cannot make sense of 
why the hell would the Brother have such a thick head of hair in the hottest 
goddamn spot in the world … [h]ere he’s been in the U.S. going on four hundred 
years, and he’s still got it. … Brother had no business with all that hair in the first 
place. As hard as his head is, it’d make just as much sense to put hair on a cueball. 
(19-20)  
Meyer thus distances himself from everything that is black although he is responsible for the 
functioning of the newspaper that caters to those he like to address as “niggers.” Meyer is 
comfortable with the “yellow journalism” of The Messenger because over the years his position 
as the managing editor of the paper has equipped him with not only social status but also 
political clout and monetary benefits such as an additional “yearly stipend of $4500” over his 
yearly Messenger salary of $6000. Meyer celebrates the fact that he has been appointed to the 
“mayor’s commission for better community relations” and that he is “the first Negro to be 
appointed to the commission” (34-35). Although Lee attributes such an appointment as a timely 
and necessary one since the black population in the city has been growing bigger and is in need 
of representation, Meyer is least concerned about representing a population that he is mostly 
ashamed of and embarrassed by. For him such an appointment is a testimony to the fact that it 
was him that got the appointment amongst all the other possible “big shots” because he “worked 
[his] ass off to get it” by being able to manipulate the black voters to vote for a “non-partisan 
Biswas 117 
candidate,” the current mayor. He proudly shows of his knowledge of politics and sets out to 
teach Lee the secret to his power: 
Ever since Roosevelt, the Brother has been Democrat clear up to his burr head. 
The only time he’ll vote different is when he’s made to believe that the opposing 
party can give him just a few more ham hocks than the Democrats. The Nigger is 
a lamb, Lee – you remember that, for as long as you work on this paper. The 
Brother is a dumb little bastard who’ll go for anything that glitters. Always write 
down to him so he’ll understand. Give him third grade sentences and a lot of 
tinsel, and he’ll think you’re God Himself. (35) 
Meyer thus reminds us of those in the middle class who as I mentioned earlier were sold to the 
capitalist idea of “competitive individualism” at the cost of the community. For Meyer the black 
populace is nothing but an invisible mass of consumers whose lives could be controlled and 
utilized for his “upward mobility.” Interestingly, Meyer echoes Bledsoe, the power-mongering 
principal in Ellison’s Invisible Man. When Invisible Man threatens to expose Bledsoe’s lie about 
the promise he made to Mr. Norton, the white board member of the college, regarding his future, 
Bledsoe admonishes him for his naivety: 
Negroes don’t control this school or much of anything else – haven’t you learned 
even that? No sir, they don’t control this school, nor white folk either. True they 
support it but I control it. I’s big and black and I say ‘Yes suh’ as loudly as any 
burrhead when it’s convenient, but I’m still the king down here. … Power is 
confident, self-assuring, self-starting and self-stopping, self-warming and self-
justifying. … When you buck against me, you’re bucking against power, rich 
white folk’s power, the nation’s power – which means government power! (142) 
Invisible Man was published in 1952 and Ellison voiced his critique of Booker T. Washington 
and his ideology of progress rooted in an unquestioning belief in white supremacy and 
manipulation of white power through trickery, with the portrayal of Bledsoe and The Founder. 
Cooper’s portrayal of Meyer a decade later is an uncanny reminder of the exploitation of the 
black masses by the power-hungry, petite bourgeoisie. Meyer’s exploitation of the inner city 
black customers is echoed in the sexism he displays towards his women colleagues, and to his 
wife Alene. To Meyer the women secretaries in his office are nothing more than sexual objects – 
Biswas 118 
he exploits one of them with the promise of love and marriage and pays for her abortion in order 
to save his marriage to Alene. Towards the end Alene laments the fact that for fifteen years she 
has been “unsane” since she tolerated his “silly inferiority complex and watched [him] carry on 
with any number of dirty women” and for allowing him another “expression” of his ego by being 
one of his “showpieces.” The truth of Alene’s critique is lost on the megalomaniac and 
patriarchal Meyer and like Bledsoe he proudly argues: 
Listen, I’ve had showpieces all my life! I even had ‘em in the Army, four years 
before I knew you existed. I’ve never known what it meant to be a really poor 
Nigger! … You think this twenty-thousand dollar home is nothing? You think that 
two thousand a year for Tommy’s private school is nothing? You maybe think 
that silly new suit you got today is nothing? Most women would cut out a 
maidenhead to be in your shoes! (155) 
Through the portrayal of Meyer, Cooper thus voices his vehement protest against white 
patriarchal masculinity that deems women and lower class black people as “showpieces” meant 
to serve their ego of being the provider and the master. In Lee Merriweather, Cooper invests in 
carving out his optimistic resistance to such narratives of masculinity and progress. 
 Lee Merriweather is only twenty-five, some fifteen years younger than Phil Meyer. He 
could afford only one year of journalism at the State University and then had to find a job to 
survive in the big, cold city. His “blackest of all” face, his inability to “G his ings the way they 
could, the ofay way they spoke” and his barely one year brush with the “City Room” in The 
Messenger, makes him the outsider, patronized and made fun of by Meyer. His meager salary, 
his orphan past, an abusive upbringing in a foster home for twenty years, and a barely functional 
car hardly qualify him “as a member of the nouveaux Negro elegante” (15). The fact that Lee is 
an orphan and that he has “woolly hair, deep pigment, thick lips, a broad nose and prognathism” 
allows everyone to connect him to Africa and spin their own narratives about his exotic 
blackness. While for Meyer it is something to be ridiculed and made fun of, for Tobey Balin it is 
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something pure and noble (he addresses Lee as Othello), a redeeming heritage amidst the 
“mongrelized” black people of America who have “no racial consciousness” (115). While Meyer 
is a representation of the black middle class that has sold their souls to the devil of capitalism, 
Tobey is a portrayal of the cynical Intellectual who has no faith in the future of black Americans. 
Although he voices some of the sharpest critiques of “upward mobility” or “salvific wish” that 
plagues the black community, Tobey somehow ends up blaming it on the absence of a pure 
heritage – “a heritage of slavery – a slavery inflicted by the white man and then by the Negro 
himself” that has led to an intermixing of “two Half-Niggers” and not “between true black and 
true white” (115). Tobey has the privilege of inheritance since his father was a “well-to-do 
mortician” and his late parents left him the money that allows him the luxury of a comfortable 
apartment, a university education, a marijuana addiction that “satisfies [his] psychotic lust for 
adventure,” and the comfort of angry rebellion (109). In one such rebellious moment Tobey sets 
out to offer Lee an analysis of the black press and the black leadership: 
They [the important people working for the NAACP], and all the rest of the black 
man’s messiahs, have been belly-aching for years that the Knee-grow’s potential 
has never been successfully channeled because of the white man’s oppression. 
The brains of these organizations never stop to realize that the cushy life they 
enjoy depends on the continued oppression of the black quarter – and then, again, 
maybe they do: that would explain their contentment with the wealth of small 
victories they trot out on exhibition from time to time. … And great examples of 
the white man’s psychological advantage – his way of dulling the viciousness of 
the big, dumb dog: a bone, with scarcely a bit of tasty flesh hanging on. Where he 
bumbled was in letting the savior organizations get out of hand. These served to 
make a facsimile of the black man – monsters like the Weekly Messenger. (111-
112) 
In Tobey’s caustic accusation of the black intelligentsia, we hear echoes of Du Bois and the 
black Left’s critique of the belief in a capitalist democracy. Tobey rightly points out that progress 
in a capitalist economy meant the creation of inequalities – “cushy life” is made available to only 
a few such as Meyer and the other “brains” who control the black “savior organizations,” while 
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the masses or the “black quarter” will have to make do without jobs that pay a decent salary, 
proper housing, and absence of education that could be their ticket to class mobility. They have 
thus been conned into living a life of “continued” oppression to make mobility possible for only 
a few. This is Cooper’s answer to Baldwin’s crucial question to the American society during the 
civil rights moment, “why [was it] necessary for them to invent the nigger in the first place?” 
This analysis of inequality that plagued the America portrayed in these three novels, ironically 
describes the America of today as well. Racial inequality has been abolished by law but the 
ideology that needed to “invent the nigger,” practice slavery, and Jim Crow, still haunts the lives 
of working class blacks that make their presence a problem in public space. Mass incarceration 
and police brutality have replaced the more blatant Jim Crow laws, and black bodies 
(irrespective of gender and class) are still spectacularized and policed in public spaces.  
 The urban centers in America are burning again. Images of black youths throwing stones 
at police and burning down businesses regularly haunt the cover pages of mainstream media 
since the brutal killings of Eric Garner, Michael Brown, and several other black men and women 
by American police brought to public attention since 2014. Time magazine featured a powerful 
photograph of a lone black man running away from a human wall of police in riot gear with the 
caption “America 1968” crossed out in red and corrected as “2015,” in the aftermath of the black 
uprisings, the “rioting” (the preferred media term) that overwhelmed the city of Baltimore on 
April 25, 2015. Before Baltimore, it was Ferguson and New York City, all resounding with the 
sounds of decades of denial and discrimination that successfully barred the inner cities from 
participating in the American Dream or the upward mobility narrative.  This Time cover is a 
sordid reminder of the fact that not much has changed for African Americans since the Cold War 
era. Angered by poor housing conditions, unemployment, discrimination, and lack of proper 
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schools, African American youths similarly rioted in cities across the country, resulting in death 
and destruction in New Jersey and Detroit in 1967. The Weekly Messenger portrayed in the novel 
ran a contest for twenty-five dollars to gather news of murders and other sensational happenings 
in the inner city. Instead of analyzing the systemic oppression that fueled such incidents in the 
ghetto, the newspaper under Meyer’s guidance used such news of black underclass degradation 
to perpetuate the popular notion that such aberrations stemmed from black cultural pathology. In 
the aftermath of the riots of 1935 and 1943, Heise reminds us that although such unrests were “a 
collective political response by the black community” to protest “the decrepit, unsanitary state of 
housing in Harlem” and were in short, “a radical exercise in the remaking – or perhaps 
destroying as a precursor to rebuilding – human geographies in the context of racism,” the 
“popular press and municipal authorities, however, understood the riots not as conscious 
exercises of will, but as signs of cultural and psychological degeneration” (Heise, 129). Cooper 
also portrays this sensationalism that characterized the popular press’ reporting of the lives of the 
black underclass in this novel. One such instance is the report that Lee was expected to write on 
a family murder that happens in the ghetto nearby. 
When Mr. Harvey from the inner city calls the newspaper expecting twenty-five dollars in  
exchange for some sensational news about his neighbor’s butchering of his family, Meyer, 
instead of keeping his promise of cash for such news, tries to cut Mr. Harvey off the phone and 
sends Lee to the murder site to write up an equally sensational story about the terrible tragedy. 
But when Lee enters the house of the murdered family and sees the blood and the mutilated 
bodies of the family he experiences a meltdown while the “light-skinned” black detective 
sardonically comments on how this tragedy “will make a big spread” for the Weekly Messenger:  
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Murder and mayhem! That’s the life blood of our black papers! That’s how they stay 
alive from week to week! Well, Merriweather, the Messenger’ll get a hell of a shot in the 
arm next issue! Take a look! Take a look, goddamn you! (48).  
However, the cop challenges Lee to write the real story – the story of hunger and starvation: 
He was tired of starving to death! He wanted to eat, and he wanted his kids to eat! 
Is that so hard to understand? When you write your goddamn spread, you be sure 
to say he was crazy – crazy with hunger! (47-49) 
Lee is unlike the reporters that the cop was tired of and frustrated by. Seeing the bullet-holed 
bodies he begins connecting to a forgotten story in his own past – a past he could only remotely 
feel but failed to form a legible and cohesive story about: 
He died for them again; he could feel the pain of the bullets entering his skull, the 
crush of the father’s foot lay against his throbbing heart … The birdshot against 
the belly of his mother was most painful, and he knew in his pain that he would 
never, ever see her again, only now realizing he had wanted to so desperately … 
or to know more of her than the huge maternal breasts: The memory, the 
knowledge of death, was too much; it was a red, digging spear which unearthed 
an unknown heritage buried deep in his belly and accused him of crimes of which 
he had no cognizance. (49) 
Perhaps this is Lee’s past too, and the past of those who were brought to this land as slaves 
centuries before Lee – a past that left him an orphan. The memory of the parents now survives as 
some garbled reality, for he cries out “Manomom” after seeing the murdered body of the 
pregnant woman. Tobey, high on marijuana, correctly points out that the reason for Lee’s 
meltdown has less to do with “[r]acial consciousness” and more to do with the horror of being 
brought up in a foster home with a murderous foster father (121). By being able to empathize 
with the murdered family, Lee is able to fully comprehend the corrupted practices of the 
Messenger and the hypocrisy of his bosses and co-workers. He loses his calm and almost 
murders his co-worker Ken Bussey when he jokes about the potential of the “slaughterhouse” 
news that Lee had his hands on now.  
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After deciding to leave his job Lee turns to Ray Irving, the rich Numbers Man who runs 
an organization called the “The Christian Brotherhood of Wayward Boys” in the city. The name 
of the organization is self-explanatory – he gives the “wayward boys” of the neighborhood a 
chance by training them in boxing. Irving employs Lee to write and publish the stories of the 
boys in his organization – a story about their success through sports. But Irving’s money also 
controls Meyer and Boss Hooker of the Messenger. Lee’s involvement with Irving draws the ire 
of his bosses since they see him as competition and a potential threat to their monetary 
connection. When Irving asks Lee to be the editor of his dreamchild, The Monitor, Lee sees a 
chance at beginning again and working for a newspaper that will correct the ills of the 
Messenger. However, Lee’s girlfriend, Diana, saves him from making such a mistake and gives 
him a lesson about the role money often plays even in the running of a newspaper: 
Anytime somebody subsidizes something, they do have a say in it. They can run it 
any way they see fit. What have you to contribute but one hundred per cent 
editorship, which doesn’t amount to a hill of beans in comparison with Irving’s 
one hundred per cent capital? Lee, I know the Messenger is wrong, I’ve known it 
for a long time. But what would be the good in running from one Messenger right 
into the arms of another? … Maybe the Messenger is nothing but a trashcan now, 
but when Mr. Sandersford first started it he had a strong spiritual goal. Nothing, 
whether it’s good or bad, gets to become powerful unless there’s a sincere 
motivating force. Any man who sits down and suddenly thinks he wants 
something as important as a newspaper is neither sincere with himself or you. 
(146) 
In the portrayal of Diana, Cathy Jones, and the other “light-skinned” women staff who keeps the 
Messenger running by taking care of its dirty work with money, Cooper offers us a side of the 
black working class that often remained unmentioned in narratives of black labor. To the men of 
this newspaper they are just sexual objects to be appropriated as status symbols, but they are the 
ones who constantly inform the reader and the characters in the story about the corruption that 
keeps it alive and the personal sacrifices that women like Cathy Jones had to make to keep their 
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job. But not all of them are alike or likeable. In Cathy we see echoes of Meyer when she tells her 
sister and colleague Teresa about the perks of giving up on honesty in the Messenger world: 
At the sake of forgetting that definition [of the word honest], I’ve learned others: 
comfort, money, glamour. … I like what I am and I like what I’m doing. (64) 
Cathy prefers the comfort of a middle class life to her life in an “old place with roaches,” and she 
is not afraid to admit that she thinks “babies in a woman’s belly” are much like “roaches” too 
(75). She chooses to sleep with Meyer for the possibility of being married to him eventually. 
When she realizes that Meyer lied to her about divorcing his wife and marrying her, Cathy, 
instead of being devastated, plots revenge against him along with the other embittered male 
colleague Cy Venson. On the other hand, Diana, by choosing to love Lee, gives up on the 
“upward mobility” narrative; for Lee is “black and foreign” a far cry from the fairy tale versions 
of the prince she was conditioned to prefer – “tall handsome white man, small of bone and thin 
of lip, with the high pompadour of youth,” “light” was after all the “preferable texture of 
miscegenation” (95). For Cathy, Lee’s “atrocious” blackness was covetable “in bed” but not as a 
husband, as she proudly points out to her sister, and she finds Diana to be “utterly gauche” for 
making such a choice (64). In Cathy we see the internalization of the white gaze in which the 
black man is always the “hypersexual” being – a sexual fantasy, as Fanon argues in his seminal 
postcolonial work, Black Skin, White Masks.  
Diana is luckier than the other “society girls” in the office as she manages to maintain her 
job without having to become her boss’ mistress. She tries to keep her relationship with Lee a 
secret but her colleagues soon learn about it and make her a subject of their gossip. Diana also 
wants Lee to finish college instead of working at the Messenger but Lee feels “it wouldn’t be fair 
to her” (123). Ultimately, it is Diana who helps Lee stand up not only to the temptation of 
Irving’s offer, but also to Meyer and Boss Hooker in the final moments of the text when the 
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founder of the newspaper finally arrives from New York to meet with his employees. We can 
fault Cooper for continuing on with the patriarchal trope of the Madonna/whore binary in his 
portrayal of women. But that is precisely Cooper’s point – within the space of the male 
dominated Messenger these “light skinned” women can only find expression through these two 
available roles, because that is how the men in the office view them. Cy Venson articulates this 
when he warns Lee about falling in love with a “society girl,” for the “[funny] things about 
society girls in this new Negro uprising” is that “they’re the biggest whores in United States 
history” (27). Diana, whom we understand as the Madonna prototype, is considered a good 
woman because in spite of being an object of lust, manages to be “proper” by not becoming 
another sexual conquest. It is only within the space of Lee’s dingy apartment, that we are able to 
experience Diana as a worldly-wise woman who is cognizant of the profit-making capitalist 
ideology that drives the Messenger’s operation and that of the other such black businesses. 
Interestingly, it is through her that we first learn about the initial spiritual intent of the 
newspaper. By being able to love “Diana Hill kinda society girls, even though she does seem like 
a nice kid” as Cy remarks, Lee is able to break free of that masculine/patriarchal gaze of the 
Messenger men. 
 At the end Tobey, high on marijuana, arrives in front of the Messenger with a placard to 
protest the injustices of the newspaper, and let the founder, Mr. Douglas Sandersford, know that 
the Weekly Messenger represents “journalistic injustice to the black people of this city, moral 
injustice to the man who gave it birth” (161). Tobey doesn’t have much to lose by rebelling since 
he is not an employee of Sandersford, except getting arrested by the police for trespassing. By 
the time we meet the creator we see a metamorphosed man – old and blind he is finally able to 
see through the reality of the business that has made him a rich man over the years: 
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Yes, you’re right – the Messenger in an injustice. And I can’t blame anybody but 
myself. I can’t blame George, or Phil, or any of the rest of you. The responsibility 
of the Weekly Messenger’s moral integrity was solely in my hands. I neglected it 
– I criminally neglected it. Maybe that was why God put the lights out on me: so I 
could fully see my neglect. … For the past several months, Clyde’s been reading 
me the Messenger – every word of it. I was able in this way to finally get a good 
look at the dirt and cheapness that I’d let get out of hand – almost three decades of 
it. And it made me feel really dirty and cheap. I was always pretty proud of the 
fact that I was a rich man, with several newspapers in my hip pocket, but I wasn’t 
too proud after what I listened to in the Messenger and the rest of them. You said 
on that sign that Messenger was a moral injustice to me, boy. Well, you’re wrong 
– I was a moral injustice to the Messenger, and six other newspapers. … I’m 
disbanding the Messenger; I’m disbanding the chain. (179) 
Sandersford doesn’t just take responsibility for his crime by apologizing in public and 
“disbanding the Messenger,” he also promises to leave his now jobless employees with an 
adequate severance pay and a year’s worth of salary, and a chance to start afresh. Sandersford 
however, also plans to start another newspaper with his apprentice, who has a B.A. from NYU 
much like Meyer, only this time Sandersford wants to be bound by law to make sure that this 
new newspaper doesn’t degenerate into another Messenger.  
 Cooper thus puts his world in order by bringing Sandersford, referred to as “The Great 
Him” by Meyer, to finally see his faults and redistribute his wealth amongst everyone, those 
deserving of it such as Lee and Diana and the other women employees, and even the undeserving 
ones such as Meyer, and Hooker. The money will provide Lee with a chance to finish college 
and perhaps even marry Diana and start afresh. Perhaps the only loser is again the man at the 
very bottom of the totem pole of power – the janitor of the Messenger, Jasper whose name only 
Diana knew. At the end, “the Messenger building was empty except for the janitor who remained 
behind to give it a last clean-up” and without the consent of the “sleeping city” the Weekly 
Messenger died and “there were many things that died which were not men” (181). The “not 
men” in this novel therefore are the qualities that Meyer possessed – dishonesty, wealth 
accumulated through misdoings and inheritance, disregard for the underclass, and the 
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exploitation of women. Lee, by standing up to Meyer and the Messenger’s injustices, embraces 
the “man/human” in him through his love for Diana, through his willingness to learn from her, 
and empathize with the downtrodden masses, and of course education. 
A Case for Love and Transcendence 
 In the second novel Yet Princes Follow, Cooper leaves the world of the Intelligentsia and 
allows us into the world of the black underclass plagued by the “upward mobility,” or the rags-
to-riches narrative spun into existence by the American capitalist ideology. The novel follows the 
busy life of Robert Joe Teese, “the biggest, blackest, ugliest man,” who works for the most 
successful owner of a numbers racket in the city, Boots Canelli. His livelihood as a “numbers 
man” depends on his ability to sell the dream of quick and easy money on behalf of Canelli to 
the denizens of this ghetto of an unnamed city, up in the North. All along Lomax Street Teese is 
in demand. Everyone from the Reverend to the local gang members needs him. They put their 
dollars and pennies on their chosen numbers in the hope of being the next lucky winner and get 
that financial break that will either keep their habit going or ensure food for their starving 
children, and for a few it will be their ticket to class mobility. In the world of Lomax Street, there 
are only two rich black men, Reverend Thaddeus A. Jones who is in charge of the local parish 
and has access to the church funds, and Michael X who has been successful in converting a lot of 
young black people into Islam; and one rich white man, Boots Canelli. In the absence of money, 
beauty, brawn, and cunning help in getting ahead, while love and honesty are qualities that 
herald trouble. In sum, up and down Lomax Street corruption and exploitation are easy winners 
since the urban underclass lies mired in an endless cycle of unemployment and lack of education. 
Prostitution, pimping, and gambling are the only available jobs and religion much like playing 
the numbers, is the only passport to an elsewhere beyond the walls of the inner city.  
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Cooper’s rich portrayal of this inner city of the early 50s reminds one of Kenneth B. 
Clark’s groundbreaking study of the black ghettos of America wherein he boldly proclaims that  
[t]he dark ghetto’s invisible walls have been erected by the white society, by those 
who have power, both to confine those who have no power and to perpetuate 
powerlessness. The dark ghettos are social, political, educational, and – above all 
– economic colonies. Their inhabitants are subject peoples, victims of the greed, 
cruelty, insensitivity, guilt, and fear of their masters (11).  
Thus the ghetto, according to Clark has been purposefully created in order to keep the black 
underclass mired in a vicious cycle of poverty and its perils. The Jim Crow era segregation 
policies gave rise to geographical concentration of poverty, in effect, as Clark points out, 
creating the colonized group within the nation that Du Bois, Robeson, and others in the black 
Left warned black Americans about. Cooper’s novel has only one white character, Canelli, but 
everyone else is black, however, the white sentiments that created the ghetto in the first place 
haunt its denizens. Boots Canelli, Rev Jones, and Michael X carry on the rule of greed within the 
ghetto by selling its inhabitants the dreams of an elsewhere, outside the invisible ghetto walls.  
 Boots Canelli’s illegal business thrives without any fear of the law because he has 
“greas[ed] the right politicians and cops” (252). The rags-to-riches narrative help him extract the 
pennies and dollars out of the poverty-stricken denizens of Lomax Street, and aids him in making 
them “pour their luckless pennies in the bottomless, futile abyss of impoverished hope” (269). 
His life is a testimony to the truth in that narrative albeit through corruption and greed, the secret 
ingredients of that “upward mobility” story: 
No longer was he the dirty-faced, apple-snitching kid of the 1900s, no longer did 
he carry bricks or lay them alongside his father, smelling the onion and pepper of 
the sandwich consumed at noon – or turning to look up into the wine-flushed, 
discouraged features of a man enslaved by the job. No longer sweat, and three 
dollars a day, and people cursing the “dumb dagos” who had come with their 
cheap labor to wrest the jobs from those who merited them by virtue of their 
native American citizenship. No, hell no – not that again! Now Boots, through 
affiliations with the Old Country Mafia which had transplanted so effectively to 
the New World, had a ticker tape, “just like them Wall Street bums.” … Boots 
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was a good Christian and a devout Catholic but he was also a patriotic American 
and avid Capitalist, believing with the credibility of a hungry man made rich that 
nothing should stand in the way of the system – not even a duodenal ulcer. (252-
253) 
Son of poor immigrants, Boots has overcome the odds and now lives in a “forty thousand-dollar 
home” and commands the city roads in his Cadillac, giving proof to the rags-to-riches Capitalist 
formula. However, Cooper’s sarcasm is not missed on the reader. Canelli’s rise to riches was 
made possible by devouring everything that stood in its path – the poor who are his clients, the 
law, the limitations of the national boundaries that constrict movement both geographically and 
socially for the impoverished black masses. In him the “Old Country Mafia” and the “Wall Street 
bums” finally meet each other. 
Ironically, the black equivalent of Canelli is Reverend Jones. Armed with The Bible he is 
able to justify all that is unbiblical – he shares his bed with a married member of the church, 
Rosie Dawn, whom he doesn’t love, and lusts after the twenty-five year old Grace Anderson, 
“the prettiest, the ripest, the hippiest young hussy on Lomax Street.” He uses money from the 
church funds to play the numbers, drive around in a Cadillac, enjoy a “trip to New York with one 
luscious Sister,” the luxury of a “dozen silk suits in the wardrobe,” and expensive liquor to toast 
“his various fleshly conquests” and those made in the “county racetrack” (195). In sum the 
fiction of the “self-made man” became a reality in the Reverend’s life since he had the gift of a 
“singular hypnotic rhetoric,” and he could justify “every action – even his embezzlement of 
church funds – with the words, God’s image. He, in God’s image, was no less than a god. He 
could do no less than a god would do” (196). The world of Lomax Street is thus ruled by false 
gods like the Reverends and the Canellis and other incarnations of the materialist God of 
capitalism. 
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The Islamic leader, Michael X, is a variation on the same theme. He has converted the 
entire bank building into Mohammed’s Temple with a maze of doors that open only at his 
command. In the name of Allah, and his prophet Mohammed, he urges his disciples to shun all 
other gods for they are the devils. He urges them to “Hate the devil as he hates you” and ignites 
them with hate by chanting the ways in which white society has oppressed and exploited black 
people for centuries:  
He uses your labor and toil to dig his bloodied loot, and yet will not let you live in 
the same neighborhood with him! He thinks of you as filth and causes you to live 
in it, while making sure the Jewish leeches sap out your soul with rotten meats 
and products, house you in overpriced dwellings which rightfully belong to the 
rats who inhabit them! Prostitutes he makes of your daughters, drug addicts of 
your sons – criminals! And you love him! (218) 
While Michael X is right about the ways in which black people have been exploited – the 
ghettoization, the lack of meaningful jobs which leaves prostitution and other criminal activities 
as only options, and the lack of access to proper housing – he is wrong in his prescription for 
reparation since his reparative program is based on the same ideology as that of the oppressor’s. 
He prescribes hate as an antidote to hate and makes a religion out of it that encourages 
proscription, separation, and segregation only with the black people at the helm instead of white. 
Although at first Teese was moved by X’s rousing speech, he soon realizes the incredulity of his 
program: 
Michael X was right, and that his words were true, as far as he could see – but he 
saw no immediate solution, and knew the master had none. Teese’s incredulity 
stemmed from a lack of faith in his own God on the subject of race: for didn’t 
they say God was a righteous God, that He would one day right the white man’s 
wrongs to his black brethren? Yet here they were, three hundred years later, and 
while they had a Ralph Bunche and Thurgood Marshall, they might as well never 
have existed as far as Lomax Street was concerned. No, Teese couldn’t buy it. If 
his God saw fit to take His time – and He was known to be a slow but sure worker 
– then he was pretty positive some fella with three worlds to take care of didn’t 
have time for the poor Negro. (220) 
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In Teese’s wry rationale for dismissing Michael’s God as an alternate option for salvation, we 
hear echoes of the underclass’ frustration with the middle-class oriented movement for racial 
equality. The existence of talented and esteemed black leaders such as Ralph Bunche or 
Thurgood Marshall only underscores the failures of the project of capitalist democracy for Teese, 
a member of the underclass.  
James Baldwin, in his anguished and cautionary essay, “Down At The Cross: Letter from 
a Region in My Mind,” (1963) addresses the racial nightmare that plagued the country in the 
early days of the civil rights movement and reflects on the efficacy of the Nation of Islam’s 
program for ending the nightmare.52 Baldwin here reflects on a dinner he shared with Elijah 
Muhammad at the Nation of Islam headquarters in Chicago and Muhammad’s sermon about the 
oppression of black people, the theology of the white devil, and the importance of forming a 
separate nation of black people.53 On his way to meet his white friends after the said meeting, 
Baldwin ponders on the illusion of hope that Muhammad’s disciples such as the chauffer of his 
car thrives on: 
How can one dream of power in any other terms than the symbols of power? The 
boy could see that freedom depended on the possession of land; he was persuaded 
that, in one way or another, Negroes must achieve this possession. In the 
meantime, he could walk the streets and fear nothing, because there were millions 
like him, coming soon, now, to power. He was held together, in short, by a dream 
– though it is just as well to remember that some dreams come true – and was 
united with his “brothers” on the basis of their color. Perhaps one cannot ask for 
more. People always seem to band together in accordance to a principle that has 
nothing to do with love, a principle that releases them from personal 
responsibility… The paradox – and a fearful paradox it is – is that the American 
Negro has been formed by this nation, for better or for worse, and does not belong 
to any other – not to Africa, and certainly not to Islam … An invented past can 
                                                
52 “Down At The Cross” was first published in The New Yorker under the title, “Letter from a Region in My Mind” 
(1962). 
53 Amy Reddinger mentions this encounter and comments on Baldwin’s skepticism regarding Elijah Muhammad’s 
program of ending the racial nightmare within America, in her essay “’Just Enough for the City:’ Limitations of 
Space in Baldwin’s Another Country.” African American Review 43.1 Spring 2009) 
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never be used; it cracks and crumbles under the pressures of life like clay in a 
season of drought. How can the American Negro’s past be used? The 
unprecendented price demanded – and at this embattled hour of the world’s 
history – is the transcendence of the realities of color, of nation, and of altars. 
(The Fire Next Time, 80-82) 
Muhammad’s theology and prescriptions for progress hinge on the importance of the symbolic, 
ideological, and material interrelatedness of ownership of land and claims to full citizenship, but 
Baldwin astutely identifies the fallacy of such a program of separatism since the “American 
Negro” is intricately linked with the history of the nation and the harsh truth that one has to 
accept is that black people belong to the American nation as much as the white person does. The 
dream of power that Muhammed injects into his disciples is not very different from the capitalist 
narrative of the American Dream because both demand the exclusion and therefore dispossession 
of those who are different. For Baldwin therefore progress is possible by adopting new ways of 
belonging that is not based on exclusion but on forming affiliations across differences, and love, 
not hate, is the secret to such bonding. Published in the same year as Another Country and the 
above mentioned essay, Cooper similarly argues the case of love over hate and calls for both 
communal and romantic love within the invisible walls of the ghetto. When Baldwin meets 
Muhammad he notices the separate seating arrangement amongst his disciples. The black women 
sat separately from the men and “were not expected to take part in male conversations,” an ironic 
reflection of Muhammad’s separatist agenda through which the black nation was to be 
constructed (The Fire Next Time, 62). Cooper’s protagonist Teese’s salvation thus hinges on 
understanding the difference between true love for a woman, and the conquest of a woman.  
Amy Reddinger rightly points out in her essay on Baldwin’s Another Country the 
connection between black nationalism and the postwar discourse on home, space, and nation. 
She argues that “Elijah Muhammad’s claim for the necessity of land ownership makes clear the 
epistemological connection between home, space, and nation that undergirds not only the 
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ideology of black nationalism, but also gestures to the centrality of the discourse of home as a 
highly recognizable and accessible postwar discourse” and therefore further argues that in 
Another Country, Baldwin troubles this centrality of the home discourse and demonstrates the 
“’impossible’ possibility of another reality [unhomely modes of belonging] for African 
Americans in the postwar nation” (118). Teese’s constant movements up and down Lomax 
Street, and his journey from the South to the North in search of a better life, lend credibility to 
Reddinger’s argument about the impossibility of the home discourse and therefore national 
belonging through material possession. Teese escaped from Arkansas on a “wonderous day” to 
this Northern city twenty-five years ago (220). But in this city so far Teese has been incessantly 
moving within the invisible walls of the ghetto, up and down Lomax Street, and has yet to find a 
home and a woman to marry and settle down. Now forty-one, Teese still lives “in that rat-trap of 
a hotel” and has grown a “soft pot-belly,” a “pugnacious chin with the wobbly lower bridge” 
since he survives on “butter beans and salt pork from the boarding fare of old man Favor’s 
cookstove” (193, 214). In sum, spatial movement for Teese is yet to translate into the vertical 
movement up the totem pole of power, as often promised by the American Dream or the rags-to-
riches narrative. But when Teese meets Grace Anderson, the light skinned, hazel eyed, and 
prettiest woman on Lomax Street, Teese is absolutely smitten and vows to marry her. The 
coupling of such opposites such as the “ugliest” and “blackest” man with no “money to speak of” 
(193) and the “prettiest, the ripest, the hippiest young hussy” (189) such as Grace is a matter of 
ridicule and intrigue for the gossipy denizens of the neighborhood. Everyone is aware of Grace’s 
relationship with the handsome, twenty-nine year old Roy Beavers, “an aspiring young pimp” 
(225) and a “man of mink-like violence” (203), and the fact that Grace is a trickster and therefore 
has trapped a “good man” such as Teese to fulfill some devious plan of hers and Roy’s. Teese is 
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a “fool” and he falls in love without knowing much about Grace and decides to marry her solely 
for her captivating beauty.  
This dream is soon cut short when Roy manipulates Grace’s weakness for him to con 
Teese into giving up the twelve thousand dollars he miraculously wins by playing the numbers, 
to make possible Roy and Grace’s escape to another country. Instead of finding a home and a 
wife, Teese is left wounded and robbed on the streets only to be rescued by the woman who truly 
loves him. Bea Green was the antithesis of Grace in terms of beauty but she “had practically laid 
her heart and every penny of her resources at [Teese’s] big flat feet just for the privilege of 
loving him” (210). Although Teese still savored the night of “long-drawn, sensation-tickling, 
satisfying excursion to the nether regions of love-making” with Bea, he opted for Grace because 
she was beautiful and was desired by every man on Lomax Street. Now deceived and wounded 
by Grace, Teese finally is able to realize the fallacy in such pursuits and falls in love with Bea, in 
spite of her “ugliness.” Cooper leaves us with hope at the end but demonstrates the impossibility 
of the “home” discourse in the lives of Lomax Street’s denizens doomed to a life-long battle with 
poverty and displacement. What he makes possible is transcendence through romantic and 
spiritual love. In the final moments we even witness the transformation of the corrupted 
Reverend. Now robbed of the numbers money with which he desired to build himself a church 
and “really herald himself as the religious scion of the city,” the Reverend is left standing alone, 
without a career, and money, but with an inner awakening that makes him realize the true 
meaning of the words he had sung before: 
Amazing grace… 
I, once was lost, but now 
I’m found – was blind, 
But now I see! (288) 
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The Ousiders, The Lovers 
In Not We Many, Cooper takes us into the world of a specific ghetto, the Harlem ghetto 
of New York City through the eyes of the protagonist David, a biracial man who has converted 
to Islam and is a devotee of Muhammad’s Temple of Islam. The novel begins with the temporary 
expulsion of David from the Temple since he refuses to follow the teachings of the Leader 
blindly and is tired of waiting for “some goddamn eastern cloud to show up on the horizon,” for 
“if Armageddon’s to come, let us bring it to pass – here, now!” (293). Brother Harvey and the 
Leader had taught him to believe that the white race was created by the Devil and was Satanic 
and therefore must be banished in order for the original man, the black man, to find salvation and 
peace. Thus surrounded literally by those created by the Devil, and born of a white mother, Mrs. 
Kane, David now loathes “this shitness of living” (294). After his black father’s death, David has 
alienated himself from his white mother, and he is filled with hatred and anger for everything 
that is white within and without. According to the Prophet the hapless black denizens who are 
yet to believe in Allah, are like “Lazarus,” the dead walking the earth. This “Niggerville” that 
David is entrapped in feels like a living hell to him, “still” and “undifferently different, daily.” In 
sum, he despises his existence as a “nigger” (297-298). David’s hatred for the place that has 
produced him incapacitates him from interacting with Arnie, his white colleague at the grocery 
store where he works. In Arnie, David sees the same whiteness as his mother’s. He feels angry 
and breaks into a homophobic rant and almost kills him. The teachings of the Leader prompt him 
to see in Arnie the “face of a criminal – a murderer and rapist – who had been caught in the act… 
Revelation’s Beast of the Bottomless Pit who would cry to Heaven on the day of exposure, 
seeking mercy where there is none – the serpent of the original garden: Baal, Satan” (300). The 
anger that he feels towards Arnie is therefore also directed towards Allah, since he had let Yakub 
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create the white race. David’s growing doubt in the teachings of the Temple consumes him when 
he meets Brother Carl and Forest from the Temple and begins recording the Islamic creation 
story for new initiates at Forest’s house. What David cannot understand is God’s inaction to stop 
the creation of “Yakub” and his race, the white race, in spite of Him knowing that Yakub would 
usher in centuries of oppression and suffering for the black man, the original man. David’s doubt 
in Allah prevents him from telling the creation story as expected: 
It was a rebuke, a criticism, plain and simple, an irritating granule of thought that 
had grated his whole conscience since the day he’d embraced Islam, the unasked 
why, that could not as Brother Minister and Brother Harvey claimed, be 
“explained mathematically, as could all things in Islam,” for no mathematical 
solution seemed sufficient enough an excuse, a vindication, of the Godheads who 
were supposedly aware of the havoc this new devil race would disseminate on 
ensuing generations. (309) 
Instead of addressing David’s religious doubt, The Temple Brothers banish him permanently for 
his heresy. Cooper thus offers a critique of the divisive policies of the Temple that refuses to 
accommodate difference even among its own. The Temple only offers salvation for those who 
choose to believe in its interpretation of Islam blindly and banishes or exiles those who do not. It 
proclaims the heretics and the others who are not its followers, as the “Lazaruses” or dead 
people. This hate-based exclusionary politics of the Temple is also poignantly critiqued by 
Famat, the sister of Brother Forest and a devotee of the Temple, when she defends David against 
her own brother and spells out the misogyny and the silencing of “interpretive individuality” in 
the Temple: 
You Brothers all seem to feel that we Sisters have no right to think. Well that’s 
wrong. That we have no voice – that we’re merely receptacles for your holy seed 
and the teats for its nourishment. Well you’re wrong again … We do think, and 
we are more than homemakers and brood cows … Why is it we’ve got to take the 
back seat? Is my only duty to Islam to teach day after endless day fourth-grade 
classes in the Temple classroom – when what I want to do is use my mind – 
contribute what I know is a good intellect – to a common cause, a common good? 
Is it only to birth strong black babies whose only purpose will be to give up their 
lives in some stinking war whose cause – whose background – whose beginning – 
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is too profound for them to understand? So that all they’ve got to feed their 
warfire is a bunch of slogans and thrilling semantics? No! I refuse… Because I 
don’t know – and I’ve got to know before I follow any command. Allah says that 
I am his separate self. That under the law I am equal, free and subject to every 
justice rendered my male counterpart. I choose, as Brother David apparently does, 
to demand confirmation of my heritage, and as long as I don’t get it I’m going to 
question the dogma of men – because God, not man, is the only infallibility. (314 
– 316) 
This powerful critique of the Temple and its prioritization of the “dogma of men,” as voiced by 
Famat, not only highlights the patriarchal ideology of domination of women, but also lays bare 
the dictatorial nature of institutions that cannot accommodate difference of opinion. The Temple 
stiffens individuality and personal growth in the name of Allah and promotes hatred towards 
those who question the supremacy of Allah and the Temple. The homogenous Black Muslim 
identity that the Temple promotes ironically echoes the race and class based exclusionary 
policies that have trapped them within the invisible walls of the Harlem ghetto in the first place. 
In sum, the Temple reiterates the oppressive policies of the “white devil” and traps its devotees 
in a vicious cycle of hate and separation.  
Banished by the Temple, David has no place to belong for even his home is occupied by 
the “white devil,” as the Temple teaches him, his ailing white mother. Dying to belong and now 
relegated to a state of being in exile, David projects intense hate onto the world and its denizens 
around him. The first person narrative voice of David takes a backseat and David’s isolation and 
banishment is told through a third-person narrative voice indicating David’s loss of self and 
fragmentation until Famat’s vociferous critique of the Temple and support of David’s doubt. The 
narrative voice recovers and embraces the first-person once David finds love and sets out to 
remake his world with Famat by his side. Just as he was frightened by the idea of losing the 
Nation and therefore his faith in Islam, David hears a song coming out of a record shop with a 
Muslim woman sitting behind the counter, a song that was “[u]nlike ‘White Man’s Heaven Is a 
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Black Man’s Hell,’ it spoke of love, and women, and an end to all iniquity through adoration and 
physical delight, the song of the ‘Outsiders’” (319). 
The rest of the novel follows David and Famat’s saga of love and their personal 
interpretation of Islam that filters out the hate-filled doctrine preached by the Temple. They 
embrace the “the real Temple of the soul – the thing that overrides the laws and orders of other 
men” (337). By loving Famat and embracing the story of the Outsiders, David arrives at a 
different interpretation of what it means to be a man, one that was silenced by the “war-
mongering” masculinity that the Nation tried to indoctrinate in him: 
I was on the threshold of discovering Famat, as a woman who had come to 
represent something unutterably valuable among all the things I had, up to now, 
considered tinsel and gilt, the tender of desiccated demigods. Yes, and 
discovering myself as a man – not merely the inflation of the genitals: yet more, 
the inflation of the heart to painfully gigantic and pleasant proportions I’d never 
before experienced. (324) 
In David’s definition of manhood we see the rejection of the Nation of Islam’s definition of 
manhood that prioritizes physical strength over everything else, for according to the Nation a 
man’s role is to be the “warrior of Allah” and use women as the receiver of their “holy seed” in 
order to propagate and expand the black nation. Instead, David not only forms an affiliation with 
Famat but also accepts and repairs his bond with his white mother, only to be cut short by her 
death at the end after being accused of being the member of the devil’s race by Brother Forest.  
Being able to love the people around him David finds work as a “ledger-filer in a Negro 
Insurance company” and is able to pay his rent and feed his ailing mother. His colleague and 
superior, Charles Benson, “a huge black brother,” engages him in a debate about the separatist 
policies of the Muslim brothers in Harlem and rightly points out, much like Baldwin in his 
argument against the possibility of a nation within a nation, that black and white people in 
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America are bound by the same laws, the same machines, same factories, the same food, and 
above all the same desires,  
[e]ven your Mooslums, dedicated the way they say they is – give  ‘um one week 
away from the subways, hollerin Harlem and the easy-pay plans on the 125th, and 
they’ll be scramblin to get back … Because they got a germ in ‘um, … everybody 
and everything with a drop of nigger blood in him got it. It’s a thing that won’t 
allow no separation, brotheration or concentration. The same old self-sickness 
we fed on right out of our mothers’ tits – and even before that, the bossman made 
sure we knew how to use this sick germ ‘gainst ourselves, first and forever. (333-
334) 
This “germ” is the whiteness that has produced them as black Americans both physically and 
metaphorically and has sealed their future in this nation along with that of the white race. Benson 
also diagnoses the sickness that this “germ” often breeds in blacks – the “self-sickness” resulting 
from looking at the world and oneself with hate. Such is David’s malady too, until he is able to 
embrace this reality of his being and heal through love. He is able to transcend the racial 
limitation of his being and connect with his white mother by realizing 
the solitude and loneliness this white woman who was [his] mother must have 
suffered in the years following [his] father’s death, how it had intensified through 
the uncommunicativeness of her only link with humanity – her son … Because 
she could never be accepted fully by the black brethren of her husband, and 
because she had shorn all ties to have him, she was never again acceptable to the 
peers of her natural origin! (335) 
At the end then, David too is forsaken by his brethren, the Temple, and its devotees, and is 
misunderstood by the white world around him, but with his lover, Famat by his side David 
embraces the story of the Outsiders that his beloved narrates to him:  
[T]he Outsiders are two people aware of the Devil’s evil and his attempt to 
annihilate them. But rather than fight him, they find it easier to escape his 
reservations and make the outer world their home: We two, we few, we Nomads, 
must love desperately, use love’s disguise, they tell themselves. (321) 
Thus through love, Cooper’s protagonists are able to discard the nationalistic narratives of 
finding freedom, and instead embark on gaining knowledge of those that are invisible and 
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silenced by such narratives. Through romantic love between black men and women and 
interracial love the men in these novels are able to transcend the masculine prison and arrive at 
their own interpretation of religion, race, and national belonging. Cooper dismisses the racial 
purity argument that formed the basis of Jim Crow America as well as Nation of Islam and 
instead argues for a non-national mode of belonging, of finding refuge in the “outer world.” This 
outer world is both the innerscape of one’s being that cannot be circumscribed by either the walls 
of segregation or the national borders, and also the liminal space, the space between the home 
that is lost and the one that is to be but whose geographical coordinates are yet to be known, a 
space that an exile always embodies. Edward Said captures the essence of this state poignantly in 
his essay, “Reflections on Exile”: 
Exile is never the state of being satisfied, placid, or secure. Exile, in the words of 
Wallace Stevens, is “a mind of winter” in which the pathos of summer and 
autumn as much as the potential of spring are nearby but unobtainable. Perhaps 
this is another way of saying that life of exile moves according to a different 
calendar, and is less seasonal and settled than life at home. Exile is life led outside 
habitual order. It is nomadic, decentered, contrapuntal, but no sooner does one get 
accustomed to it than its unsettling force erupts anew. (149) 
The lives of Cooper’s characters represent this impossibility of finding security and placidity that 
a home life or citizenship often promises – Lee and Diana have no jobs, Teese too is jobless, 
beaten up, and broke, David loses his mother and Famat her entire family. Thus in the absence of 
security, they embrace displacement and homelessness and form ever-changing bonds with the 
people around them through love. Through a critique of the security that black religious 
nationalism and the pursuit of “upward mobility” promise, Cooper demonstrates the limitations 
of the exclusionary principles that lie at the heart of the postwar nation or home discourse. Lee 
Merriweather, Robert Joe Teese, and David Kane find ways to escape the walls of their 
respective black and male prisons by reaching out beyond the barriers of manhood and race, by 
being vulnerable, insecure, and in love with the misunderstood black women, Diana Hill, Bea 
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Green, and Famat. Thus like Baldwin’s Another Country, Cooper’s Black! is an important 
literary intervention into the multiple possibilities for reimagining national, urban, and domestic 
spaces and argues for a minoritarian cosmopolitan ethics that instead of transforming the entire 
world into one’s home speaks freely about the impossibility of it. Instead of simply resolving the 
problem of belonging by asserting a claim to national membership, these novels also attend to 
the cosmopolitan ethical possibilities contained in an unhomely vision of “existing on the 
Outside.” Reversing the truism that cosmopolitanism embraces being at home in the world, 
Cooper much like Baldwin elaborates a minoritarian cosmopolitanism that emanates from not 
being at home in the world.54 
In the next chapter, I therefore turn my attention to the horror of living life as a black 
queer man during the pre-Stonewall era when Black Nationalist discourses sought to interpret 
homosexuality as an import of white culture. Through a discussion of an uncharacteristic work 
by the famous writer of black pulp, Iceberg Slim (whose real name is Robert Beck), I attend to 
the reality of heternormative violence and its desire to eradicate the possibility of the existence of 
a black queer being. While Cooper’s Black! presents us with the possibilities of intraracial and 
intergender relationships in the inner city, Iceberg Slim’s Mama Black Widow documents the 
difficulty of such alliances and kinships when the black man is also sexually queer. Although 
Slim’s earlier work is most popular among black inner city men who idolize him as a macho 
idol, I argue that by centralizing the experiences of a black homosexual transvestite in this third 
                                                
54 I borrow this from the conclusion of  “Minority Cosmopolitanism” in which Susan Koshy analyzes the “minority 
cosmopolitanism of Jhumpa Lahiri’s collection of short stories Interpreter of Maladies (1999) to show how its 
narratives of worlding contest contemporary economic and political processes of globalization and Eurocentric 
accounts of globality” (594). In this essay she concludes that the diasporic identity that multi-ethnic American 
literature represents, often interrogates the plausibility of the bourgeois cosmopolitan narrative that celebrates the 
possibility of finding home anywhere on this earth. Instead the diasporic identities or the minoritarian subjects 
grapple with displacement and the unhomeliness that movement across national borders offer them (608). See 
“Minority Cosmopolitanism,” PMLA 126, no. 3 (May 2011): 592-609. 
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novel, Slim attempts to critique heternormative masculine constructs and offer glimpses of 
worldmaking, however ephemeral, that was not lost on all its readers – for why should one 
assume that all of Slim’s readers were and are black, male, and heterosexual? Is it because of the 
popular belief that there are no uncloseted queer people in the ghetto or that black inner city 
women and queer people cannot reclaim black urban fiction supposedly aimed at heterosexual 
male readers for their own pleasures? Slim veers away from the macho politics that had made his 
debut novel a bestseller, and allows his queer protagonist to reclaim the contested terrain of the 
racialized geography of the inner city by disidentifying with his embodiment within that space as 
a freak. In Slim’s description of the queer parties, friendships, and nightlife, the reader, as Jose 
Esteban Muñoz urges us, is able “to feel hope and to feel utopia” (Cruising Utopia, 18), in spite 
of the darkness and tragedy that haunts the novel. 
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Chapter 4: 
Horrors of the Heteronormative: Queer Futurity and Cross-Identificatory Recognitions in 
Iceberg Slim’s Mama Black Widow 
I now think of political movements as hap movements rather than 
happiness movements. It is not about the unhappy ones becoming 
the happy ones. As I have suggested, revolutionary forms of 
political consciousness involve heightening our awareness of what 
there is to be unhappy about. Yet this does not mean that 
unhappiness becomes our political cause. In refusing to be 
constrained by happiness, we can open up other ways of being, of 
being perhaps. The word perhaps shares its hap with happiness. 
We can get from the perhaps to the wretch if we deviate at a 
certain point. One definition of wretch is a “poor and hapless 
being.” I would say that those who enter the history of happiness 
as wretches might be hapful rather than hapless. To deviate from 
the paths of happiness is to refuse to inherit the elimination of the 
hap. Affect aliens, those who are alienated by happiness, are 
creative: not only do we want the wrong things, not only do we 
embrace possibilities that we are asked to give up, but we can 
create lifeworlds around these wants. While we might insist on the 
freedom to be unhappy, we would not leave happiness behind us. 
We would aim to put the hap back into happiness. 
—Sara Ahmed, “Killing Joy: Feminism and the  
    History of Happiness” (2010) 
To strike the homosexual, the scapegoat, the sign of chaos and 
crisis, is to return the community to normality, to create boundaries 
around blackness, rights that white men are obliged to recognize.  
⎯Robert Reid-Pharr, Black Gay Man (2001) 
 Since the inception of hip hop in the uptown neighborhoods of New York City in the 
1970s, a considerable body of critical literature has emerged to fathom its tremendous 
commercial appeal that has now made multimillionaires out of black musicians who had often 
started their lives in the materially impoverished American inner cities. Hip hop, especially 
gangsta rap, has been attacked by conservative critics for instigating violence, misogyny, and 
even the riots in the aftermath of the Rodney King beating in the 90s in Los Angeles. Hip hop 
defenders have shot back by accurately pointing out that hip hop mirrors the oppressive 
narratives at the heart of the white racist mainstream society and that the genre allows the artists 
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to turn the joke on the mainstream instead.55  Given the increasing popularity of hip-hop studies 
in academia, I bemoan the fact that the works of urban writers such as Robert Maupin Beck, who 
embarked on a literary career under the pseudonym of Iceberg Slim in 1967,56 are yet to receive 
similar attention from scholars of Black Studies. Except for the two biographies of Slim,57 and a 
handful of book and dissertation chapters and articles, there exists an uncanny silence around 
Slim’s oeuvre. The scant critical attention that Slim has received in the last decade mostly 
involves Slim’s debut autobiographical novel, Pimp: The Story of My Life (1967). Unfortunately, 
this bestselling novel is also responsible for curbing the relevance of Slim as an important post-
civil rights era writer. Instead of receiving academic attention as a social critic and a versatile 
writer whose works have depicted the complexity of inner city life beyond the black “gangsta-
pimp-ho”58 tropes that saturate the commercially successful hip hop songs of today, Iceberg Slim 
                                                
55 In The Hip Hop Wars (2008), especially in the Introduction and Chapter 1, Tricia Rose delves into the debate 
regarding hip hop’s influence on our society, especially the claim that hip hop hurts black people. She takes to 
task the conservative media’s claim that hip-hop reflects the misogyny, sexism, and violence that is the essence of 
black inner city culture, and points out that hip-hop instead riffs on the sexist, misogynist, and racist mainstream 
white culture that creates the ghetto in the first place. However, Rose also details how record companies and 
corporate media keep promoting only those songs and artists that play into the right-wing pathologization of the 
black ghetto. This is why, Rose argues, hip-hop artists who present a more nuanced portrayal of black life in 
urban America get sidelined and marginalized by the record companies.  
56 Robert Beck used the handle Cavanaugh Slim when he was a pimp but he did not want to use that handle for the 
“ice-cold” character in his autobiography. After his wife, Betty, who typed all his manuscripts as Robert Beck 
performed his stories, asked if the character is “like an iceberg?” Beck agreed and named him Iceberg Slim. See. 
Justin Gifford’s Street Poison: The Biography of Iceberg Slim (2015), p.159. Beck used the pseudonym Iceberg 
Slim for all his publications since 1967. I will refer to him as Iceberg Slim when discussing his literary work and 
use Robert Beck when I discuss his life.  
57 The two biographies are Justin Gifford’s Street Poison (2015) and Peter A. Muckley’s Iceberg Slim: The Life as 
Art (2003). 
58 Tricia Rose rightly points out that commercially distributed hip hop since the middle to late 1990s have circulated 
a narrow, over simplified, and apolitical image of the street criminals such as pimps, gangsters, and prostitutes 
(“hoes” being the derogatory term). Such “dumbing down” of hip hops’s imagery and storytelling for commercial 
success have increasingly offered a simplified narrative of black ghetto life. More specifically, Rose argues that, 
“[t]he trinity of commercial hip hop – the black gangsta, pimp, and ho – has been promoted and accepted to the 
point where it now dominates the genre’s storytelling worldview. The expanded commercial space of these three 
street icons has had a profound impact on both the direction of the music and the conversation about hip hop—a 
conversation that has never been just about hip hop. On the one hand, the increased profitability of the gangsta-
pimp-ho trinity has inflamed already riled critics who perceive hip hop as the cause of many social ills; but, on 
the other, it has encouraged embattled defenders to tout hip hop’s organic connection to black youth and to 
venerate its market successes as examples of pulling oneself up by the bootstraps. The hyperbolic and polarized 
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has been filed away as a writer of pimping fictions. It is important to point out that old school 
gangsta rappers like Ice-T were strongly influenced by the figure of the pimp made popular by 
writers such as Iceberg Slim, an ex-pimp himself. Tracy Marrow’s rap name Ice-T is a tribute to 
Iceberg Slim and in an interview showcasing his 2012 documentary, Iceberg Slim: Portrait of a 
Pimp, Ice- T details the influence that Slim’s work had on him as a teenager and then as an adult: 
With Iceberg Slim, there was a point where I had an epiphany, and I was like, 
“wait a minute, I really idolize this guy; he’s a writer.” I’m not here trying to live 
it. If I really want to be like him, I have to document the game, not just live it. 
That’s when I started making music. I didn’t feel that I had the talent to write, but 
hip-hop was a way for me to make books, so you gotta look at Ice-T albums like 
books. They’re not really meant to dance off of; it’s information. Those were my 
Iceberg albums.59 
How do we then fathom the importance of Iceberg Slim sensationalized as the cool-pimp-turned-
author of urban fiction? What do we do with the black macho tropes sensationalized by the said 
pimping fictions that have now been repeatedly reproduced and circulated by commercially 
successful hip hop albums? Can the queer black person speak on behalf of the race in black 
popular culture? More importantly, can the queer voice ever represent the race and be the 
revolutionary figure that the black heterosexual man has always been whether in pimping 
fictions and hip-hop lyrics or in protest fictions and antiracist movements? Dwight A. McBride 
asks and analyzes the “fundamental question,” “who speaks for ‘the race,’ and on what 
authority?” in “Can the Queen Speak?” (1999). McBride critiques and problematizes “black 
                                                                                                                                                       
public conversation about hip hop that has emerged over the past decade discourages progressive and nuanced 
consumption, participation, and critique, thereby contributing to the very crisis that is facing hip hop” (4-5). For a 
detailed discussion on hip hop and how the recording industry affected its scope see Tricia Rose, The Hip Hop 
Wars: What We Talk About When We Talk About Hip Hop – And Why It Matters (2008), 1-30. 
59 When Vanessa Martinez of the online magazine IndieWIRE, asked Ice-T, “I know Iceberg Slim was a great 
influence on you from a young age, and you’ve dabbled into pimping yourself. What resonated with you the most 
about his books that made you want to almost emulate him,” Ice T in his reply describes the coded message of 
Slim’s pimp narratives and how when he was young, he was mesmerized by the flashy side of being a pimp. 
However, as he got older, Ice-T was able to grasp that Slim’s novels were also a warning against the dangers of 
pimping. To access the full interview, see http://www.indiewire.com/2013/07/interview-ice-t-talks-to-sa-about-
doc-iceberg-slim-portrait-of-a-pimp-parallels-to-icebergs-life-opens-fri-235958/ 
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antiracist discourse” and highlights the “lack thereof, of gays and lesbians” in being an integral 
part of representations of racial subjectivities, and lays bare “the political process that legitimates 
and qualifies certain racial subjects to speak for (represent) ‘the race’ and excludes others from 
that very possibility” (254-255). Taking my cue from McBride’s essay, I argue that Iceberg Slim, 
as he tries to bring some versatility to his craft, attempts to make visible the plight of the queer 
black man in his third novel, Mama Black Widow (1969). I will go ahead and argue that Slim’s 
effort to give agency to the queer black man and making him speak for the race as early as 1969, 
while writing for the mass-market, is not only rare but revolutionary as well. 
Mama Black Widow is a dark tragic novel that presents the story of Otis Tilson, “an 
incredibly comely and tragic homosexual queen with whom [Slim] had been acquainted for most 
of the twenty-five years that [he] had been a black pimp in Chicago, Illinois” (Mama, 1). 
Through the narrative device of being just the scribe of Otis Tilson (whose real life existence is 
hard to determine), Slim attempts to gain the trust and attention of those very readers who had 
made Pimp a bestseller and had used the book as a guide for becoming a pimp and mastering its 
hard cool pose for survival in the American inner cities. Although, in the preface to his 
autobiography, Slim portrays the book as a confessional narrative and a cautionary tale, to 
highlight pimping as a profession that destroys black lives and holds institutional white racism 
accountable for producing the pimp, the book was marketed as “an exposé ‘of the raw, brutal 
reality of the jungle that lurks beneath the surface of every city,’” 60 in an effort to soften its 
scathing critique of American racism and macho black masculinity. The back cover of the 
Holloway House publication of Mama Black Widow, similarly portrayed Mama as a dark tragic 
story of a black family in Chicago, a story of “black men living in ghetto torture chambers” and 
                                                
60 See Justin Gifford’s Street Poison (2015), 161. 
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“the price paid by their children … adrift in the dark world of pimpdom and crime and violence 
where good is condemned and evil applauded … Robert Beck’s most vivid portrait of ghetto 
life.”61 Instead of highlighting the fact that Mama is primarily a story about the tragedy that 
befalls the lives of queer black men and black women because of both institutional racism and 
heteropatriarchy, such a description, once again, sells it as a story that presents the ghetto as this 
dark underbelly of urban America with a twisted sense of morality. Most importantly, what the 
blurb reflects is a pessimistic rendition of the black condition and fails to highlight the radical 
potential of the black subject’s agency, even when faced with brutal oppression. The protagonist, 
Otis Tilson’s life is a testimony to that agency, for he embraces the radical potential of love and 
hope, albeit ephemeral, in spite of the relentless violation of his existence as a homosexual 
transvestite in Cold War era Chicago. 
Mama Black Widow in many ways echoes James Baldwin’s Another Country, published 
in 1962. Baldwin’s novel boldly portrays interracial sexual intimacies in an attempt to dismantle 
both the idea of a race-based cultural nationalism as a liberatory paradigm and the liberal 
preference for interracial brotherhood in place of interracial sexual intimacies or miscegenation. 
Baldwin breaks ground through his memorable crafting of a black bisexual protagonist and his 
tragic existential crisis stemming from his failure to embrace his desires for a Southern white 
man because of racism and its accompanying gender and sexual regulation, through which the 
American nation was conceived, and the intensification of such norms during the Cold War 
period. Black Nationalists, much like Baldwin’s black bisexual protagonist, Rufus, internalized 
                                                
61 From the blurb on the back cover of Iceberg Slim’s Mama Black Widow. Los Angeles: Holloway House 
Publishing Company, 1969. However, all the quotes from Mama Black Widow that I cite in this chapter are from 
the First Trade Paperback Edition published by Cash Money Content, 2013. 
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the mainstream gender and sexual norms while protesting racism and economic exploitation of 
black people. Marlon Ross reminds us: 
According to the logic of cultural projection, most blacks are apparently 
heterosexual; therefore homosexuality cannot be a synecdochic characteristic 
defining one’s blackness, that is, it cannot be a part that authentically represents 
the notion of a black race as a whole. (“White Fantasies of Desire,” 27) 
Ross thus points out that the competing identities of race and sexuality were viewed as discreet 
and Black Nationalists deemed homosexuality a threat to the wholeness of the black nation in the 
sixties. Eldridge Cleaver and Amiri Baraka thus dismissed the importance of Baldwin’s attempts 
to depict the polymorphous trajectories of desire in his works, and interpreted such attempts as a 
rejection of blackness and selfish individualism.62 Much like Rufus in Another Country, Slim’s 
protagonist, Otis Tilson, also suffers from the anxiety of embracing intragender desire while 
being black. The anxiety of desiring other black men, of being a transvestite in Otis’ case, and 
the racist milieu, ultimately, precipitates death for both Otis and Rufus, but suicide in both novels 
is meant to underscore the importance of activating the possibility of another country, another 
world, in which the likes of Rufus and Otis will not have to die or feel unwanted.  
Interestingly, Slim was a great admirer of James Baldwin, but by the 1970s, when Slim 
became an ardent follower of the Black Panthers, he dismissed Baldwin’s craft and opined that 
his idol had unfortunately written for “white critics.” Slim instead, decided to “write for the 
disadvantaged whites and blacks, on a fifth grade level.”63 Thus, although in Mama Black Widow 
we might hear faint echoes of Baldwin’s Another Country, Slim writes with his “disadvantaged” 
black and white readers in mind. Unlike Baldwin’s novel, Slim’s narrative is primarily set in the 
                                                
62 See Amiri Baraka’s essay, “Brief Reflections on Two Hot Shots” in Home: Social Essays, edited by LeRoi Jones 
(1966). 116-20, and also, Eldridge Cleaver’s famous essay, “Notes on a Native Son” in Soul on Ice (1968), 122-
137. 
63 See Iceberg’s Slim’s interview titled, “Ex Convict Now Movie Author,” published in Boston Herald, Feb 5, 1973. 
Also quoted in Justin Gifford’s Street Poison (2015), 158. 
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ghetto where interracial interactions are rare and interracial intimacy and love is laced with the 
possibility of death and danger, but it does continue the themes of intragender desire and offer 
fleeting moments of utopic possibilities of polymorphous desire within the “ghetto torture 
chambers” (2) of America.  
Told from the perspective of a black homosexual queen, Mama signals a break from the 
cultural and literary tradition of depicting black pain and protest through the voice of a straight 
black man, a tradition that was etched in stone during the Cold War period by works such as 
Native Son (1940), Black Boy (1945), Dutchman (1964), The Autobiography of Malcolm X 
(1965), to mention only a few celebrated works. These texts offer very important critiques of the 
racist, white supremacist, and capitalist American ideology. However, the critique or protest is 
always voiced by the quintessential straight black male protagonists. As readers, we are invited 
to participate in that protest and identify with that straight masculine voice. In order to build a 
black nation that not only promises freedom from racism’s brutal chains but also stridently 
restores the virility and the power of black masculinity threatened by the oppressive, macho 
reality of white supremacist America, we as readers are invited to silence queerness and non-
heteronormative femininity and abide by the strict codes of patriarchy, as James Brown’s 
powerful voice captures so accurately in his 1966 album: 
This is a man's, man's, man's world 
But it wouldn't be nothing, nothing without a woman or a girl64 
Since the existence of a “woman or a girl” in that world makes possible the reproductive future 
of the nation and the race, the queer black body becomes the problematic excess that harms that 
reproductive futurity of the black nation and also adds to the existing discourse on black sexual 
                                                
64 It's a Man's Man's Man's World is the sixteenth studio album by James Brown, an African American singer, 
songwriter, and musician. The album was released in August 1966. 
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deviance. Mama Black Widow, as the title suggests, seems to perpetuate the subtext of misogyny 
and sexism that had framed Slim’s autobiographical novel Pimp, despite its commercial success. 
It too can be faulted for the use of the black queer and female subjects in the service of 
valorizing normative black masculinity. However, the importance of reading Mama critically 
does not lie in identifying and extracting some homogenous and authentic black experience for 
the purposes of the racial struggle for justice; instead, it is important to lay bare its imperfections, 
and its unfettered exploration of the complex intersections of race, sexuality, class, and the 
dominant ideological positions that shape and guide black lives in the inner city. For as Stuart 
Hall reminds us: 
black popular culture is a contradictory space. … it can never be simplified or 
explained in terms of the simple binary oppositions that are still habitually used to 
map it out: high and low; resistance versus incorporation; authentic versus 
inauthentic; experiential versus formal; opposition versus homogenization.65  
Mama voices these contradictions that Hall reminds us of – the contradictions of propriety and 
impropriety, heterosexuality and homosexuality, machismo and femininity, black and white, and 
America and the other within its borders that make up the semantic field of blackness and 
maleness. Written in 1968 and published in 1969, Mama Black Widow is thus a rare instance of a 
pre-Stonewall era black pulp novel that archives queer black life in the urban inner city of 
Chicago and presents a very nuanced and complex portrayal of inner city life beyond the usual 
“gangsta-pimp-ho” tropes that had saturated street literature or urban fiction in the 60s. In Mama, 
Slim problematizes the cultural preference of the time to sever homosexuality from the black 
male identity and instead, allows black, gay, and male to coexist, and highlight the discourses 
that shape those identities as discreet and contradictory. I argue that by making the protagonist’s 
                                                
65 See Stuart Hall, “What Is This ‘Black’ in Black Popular Culture?” Black Popular Culture. Ed. Gina Dent. Seattle: 
Bay Press, 1992. p. 26. 
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queer sexuality central to the narrative, Slim points to a heteronormative and homophobic society 
as the cause of the trauma inflicted upon black gay men and black women, and also holds those 
same factors responsible for that which plagues all black lives in the inner cities: poverty, broken 
homes, broken dreams, rape, incarceration, criminality, and death. 
 In Mama, we see Slim struggling as a writer, to find a balance between the need to 
sensationalize “black experience” in order to make it more sellable, and the responsibility of 
writing life as he had seen and experienced in the North during the Jim Crow era and after. The 
white publishers of Holloway House, as Justin Gifford notes, offered the black writers of 
pimping fictions or black pulp literature, “a very narrowly conceived field of literary production, 
one that sought to contain the representation as sensationalist exoticism” (Pimping Fictions, 47). 
Iceberg Slim as the writer of such pimping fictions thus navigates this narrow space of being 
Holloway House’s best selling author, publicized as the writer of “black experience novels” and 
finding agency as a writer who is conscious of his craft and material. Although he successfully 
sells 1.75 million copies of Pimp by the 70s (Gifford, 186), Slim challenges himself to “develop 
some sort of versatility,”66 and embarks on his third novel, Mama Black Widow, in which he 
veers away from the very genre of black pulp, the pimping fictions, as Gifford terms it, that had 
made him famous.  
In Mama, Slim depicts the epic journey of an African American family from Mississippi 
to Chicago in 1930, the tragic fading away of the proverbial American Dream within the 
claustrophobic kitchenette apartment on the Westside of Chicago, and the horror of being both 
black and queer in an American ghetto. The classic African American story when told from the 
                                                
66 See Anderson, Monroe. “No More Baubles: One Time Procurer Turns to Prose – and Still Sells.” National 
Observer, Dec 4. 1971. Reprinted in Iceberg Slim: The Lost Interviews with the Pimp. Ed. Ian Whitaker. UK: 
Infinite Dream Publishing, 2009. p. 27. 
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perspective of a queer black man, achieves more than laying bare the afterlives of slavery and 
colonialism in the North. It also brings into sharp focus the catastrophic effects of the 
heteropatriarchal capitalist ideology – foundational to the “uplift narrative” preached by the 
black church and the larger society – on black lives, especially black women and black queer 
people. Thus Mama is both a scathing critique of racism in the North and of the machismo of 
inner city black men who gain power through the exploitation of black women and black queer 
people. To understand better the literary marketplace that Slim had to navigate in order to gain 
popularity and success as a writer, we need to briefly ponder on the history of Holloway House 
and its shrewd business policies that helped the publishing house become a successful company 
during the post-civil rights era.  
Playing the Writing Game: Iceberg Slim and the White Literary Marketplace 
Two white publicists, Bentley Morriss and Ralph Weinstock, created Holloway House 
Publishing Company in the year 1959. But Morris and Weinstock soon recognized the potential 
of the untapped black readership in the inner cities as urban uprisings began engulfing cities like 
Philadelphia, New York, Los Angles, Detroit, New Jersey, and many others since 1964. Justin 
Gifford evinces that the two white publishers of Holloway House, “recognized the uprisings in 
Watts and in other black neighborhoods across the country as a crisis of representation, and they 
capitalized on this crisis by creating a culture industry that catered to a large-scale black 
readership”67 Although the “black-experience” novels series created by Holloway House during 
the civil rights era mark a watershed moment in American popular culture, “as these were the 
first black-authored books to be sold in black communities and purchased by black consumers on 
                                                
67 See Justin Gifford’s essay, “Harvard in Hell” (2010), 111 
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a national scale,”68 its origins were solely for capitalist profit that did not necessarily translate 
into riches for the black producers of this new commodity. Emory Holmes, an African American 
editor who worked for Holloway House, summarizes the publishers’ profit driven interest in 
publishing black authors in his interview with Jorge Hinojosa, the director of Ice-T’s 
documentary, Iceberg Slim: Portrait of a Pimp (2012): 
[Bentley Morriss and Ralph Weinstock] didn’t hate you because you were black, 
or because you were white, or because you were Chicano, or because you were a 
Jew – although they hated you for those things, for being those things – that 
wasn’t their point. Their point was if they could find a way for you to make 
money for them, they didn’t care who you were. That’s an American idea, I think. 
They were willing to exploit anyone who can make money for them. (qtd. in 
Street Poison, 153-154) 
Robert Maupin Beck began publishing his books with Holloway House in 1967 and was quick to 
realize the exploitative nature of the company that Holmes addresses. Although, Beck would 
successfully publish eight books – an autobiography, five novels (one published posthumously in 
1998), a collection of short stories, and a collection of essays with Holloway House, he died 
penniless on the eve of the Rodney King riots in Los Angeles in 1992 because Holloway House 
underpaid Slim for his creative labor. Slim tried to confront Holloway House for not paying him 
his fair share but Holloway House found ways to legitimize that exploitation by citing lower sale 
numbers than what was actually sold.  
On October 2, 1971, Beck wrote a letter to Holloway House voicing his complaint and 
frustration regarding the inconsistent royalty statements and low pay. In the letter Beck boldly 
pointed out how the publishing company denied him the royalty he should have received from 
the sales of millions of copies of Pimp and Mama Black Widow: 
Never before in my frustrating and unsatisfactory relationship with Holloway 
House have I had the compelling desperation to resolve the long term problem 
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that has been reinforced and amplified by my receiving your so called royalty 
reports which were transparently fraudulent and an insult to even my moderate 
intellect. … Are you so self destructively contemptuous of my intelligence that 
you expect me to believe the absurd figure of 352,519 printed copies of “PIMP,” a 
book familiar to millions of people? Why would your firm be motivated to 
[redesign] the cover and increase by nearly 40% the price of an elderly paperback 
(which a court of civil law would probably find unprecedented) which has given 
me minimal monetary returns? Why did you delete the important royalty report 
element of what printing “PIMP” and “MAMA BLACK WIDOW” are now in? 
Why do you report to me that a mere 131,053 copies of “MAMA BLACK 
WIDOW” have been printed when I have in my fat dossier of our predacious 
relationship (me victim) the legal proof that “MAMA BLACK WIDOW” went 
into a more than 80,000 copy second printing a very few days after it’s printing 2 
years ago? … What is the solution to the problem that you people represent? 
(180-181)69 
Beck’s fury makes blatant the exploitation of black writers of urban fiction by Holloway House. 
In a way, as Gifford notes, “Beck had ironically become the victim of a system of exploitation he 
had once imposed on sex workers” (Street Poison, 182).  
Beck’s debut novel would help make Holloway House massive profits and help open the 
doors for other black authors such as Donald Goines, Joseph Nazel, Odie Hawkins, Omar 
Fletcher, Charlie Harris, and many others who were able to publish their own Beck-inspired 
narratives of pimps, junkies, sex workers, hit men, and ghetto revolutionaries with this niche 
publisher.70 The intensification of racial tensions in the American cities and the civil rights 
movement created a black readership in the inner cities that wanted to read about their racial and 
spatial containment within the ghetto and the struggles of their lives in urban America that were 
often not the focus of mainstream African American Literature. Gifford thus rightly points out: 
The very conditions that produced America’s confined ghetto spaces also created 
a culture of readers desiring to read commercial narratives that represented black 
heroes who were contesting those very same spaces. The spaces of white 
domination and surveillance produced the very resistance to those sites, and mass-
                                                
69 Justin Gifford, in Street Poison (2015) cites Robert Beck’s letter in its entirety. I quote a few lines from that letter 
here. See 179-182 for Iceberg Slim’s letter to Holloway House.  
70 ibid, 48. 
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market black crime literature became an important commodity in giving voice to 
that resistance.71 
In The Naked Soul of Iceberg Slim, Slim documents a letter he had received from one of his 
readers, who had just returned to Harlem from the war in Vietnam and wanted Slim to advise 
him about the “writing game.” In his reply, Slim candidly writes about his commitment to those 
that live in the ghetto, and dismisses some of the praise he had received from white critics for 
offering “a truthful look into the black ghetto.”72 He further writes that a black writer is 
successful only when “the black masses can relate to his work and to him with respect and strong 
sense of kinship.” Slim proudly embraces his working class ghetto and inspires his admirer to 
follow in his footsteps as a writer:  
Brother, I live in the ghetto and have no desire to break its bonds, for I am, after 
all, a street nigger learning to write, who is incidentally, being blessed with an 
increasing audience for his efforts. Materially, I dream at the moment of more 
living space and less wobbly furniture. I experience and view the ghetto as a 
savagely familiar pace of spiritual warmth rich in the writer’s treasure of pathos, 
conflict, and struggle. I am convinced that for me it was the only place where I 
could discover and keep an awareness of who I really am and where I could find 
my haven, my purpose as a writer and a nigger in this criminal society.73  
Slim’s passion for the geography and the people thus helped him tolerate the constraints under 
which he had to write for the profit-driven literary marketplace. Once he established himself as a 
popular writer, Slim managed to pen more nuanced representations of black working class life by 
portraying a wide array of working class black characters beyond the “gangsta-pimp-ho” tropes, 
such as the representations in Mama Black Widow. Even though the Black Arts Movement 
writers such as Larry Neal and the Black Panthers did not count Slim as an important writer 
during the sixties because of his pimping past, Slim understood, as Robin Kelley brilliantly puts 
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it, “that writing was a form of entertainment and a hustle as well as a political act.”74 Kelley 
further argues that what made Slim a popular writer, “[e]ven as he flirted with the Panthers and 
swapped his nightmares for revolutionary dreams,” was his ability to capitalize on his “street 
cred.” Slim “pimped it, even as he disavowed it” and “[t]his ambivalence,” Kelly argues, “kept 
him from leaping headlong into the movement, but it also mirrored the urban proletariat’s love-
hate relationship with a laissez-faire capitalism that rewards and celebrates those who obtain 
wealth by any means necessary.”75 
The Moynihan Report and the Horror of Heteronormativity 
In his autobiography Pimp (1967) and in The Naked Soul of Iceberg Slim (1971), Slim 
details his conflicted feelings of love and hatred for his mother. While his hatred for his mother 
had helped him become the pimp who was able to keep a steel lid on his emotions and inflict 
horrible abuse on black women, both physical and verbal, his love for her helped him turn away 
from pimping in 1962 when she was in her deathbed. The antagonistic feelings of love and 
hatred that Slim felt for his mother would haunt him through most of his pimping career in the 
form of recurring nightmares. Slim saw himself kicking the women, “groveling at his feet until 
they were flopping around like dying chickens” (Street Poison, 77), at which point “a gargantuan 
platinum-haired Christ would come down from the heavens and command him to whip a woman 
with her back to him” (Street Poison, 77). As he eagerly whipped her back and slashed it until 
scarlet blood dripped, forming a pool at her feet, like the other faceless prostitutes he would 
physically harm in that same haunting nightmare, this woman would turn her face and reveal 
herself as his mother (Street Poison, 77). Although Slim was able to free himself from this 
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recurring nightmare once he left pimping, the discordant emotions of love and hatred for his 
mother translate into the Madonna/Whore binary through which he portrayed black female 
characters in his literary works. In Pimp, Slim details his introduction to the street life of pimps 
and prostitutes, a life of criminal notoriety, when his mother gave up her stable middle class life 
with her second husband, Henry Upshaw, bewitched by the dangerous charm of a hustler, and 
uprooted the eighth grade Slim to Milwaukee. However, Slim’s complicated psychosexual 
relationship with women also stems from the sexual abuse his babysitter, Maude, subjected him 
to at the tender age of three. These betrayals by the maternal figures in his life prompts Slim to 
psychoanalyze the pimp figure as someone who has a visceral hatred for women:  
My theory is, and I can’t prove it, if we are to use the criteria of utter ruthlessness 
as a guide, that all of them hated their mothers. Perhaps more accurately, I would 
say that they’ve never known love, affection. I’ve known several dozen in fact 
that were dumped into trash bins when they were what? … only four or five days 
old.76  
In Mama, Slim tackles this social nihilism that is a by-product of relentless racism that black 
people have to endure in the ghettos, and helps us understand that both the pimp’s hatred for 
women and the existing misogyny and homophobia in the inner-city black culture stem from the 
lure of upward mobility that heteronormativity promises. Arguing this fact, Michael Eric Dyson 
in Know What I Mean?: Reflections on Hip-Hop writes that “the symbolism of the pimp in black 
American culture is tied up with notions of upward mobility, especially when the pimp is viewed 
as an escape hatch for the economically degraded working-class man” (26). In other words, 
“upward mobility” is often made possible only when the black man is able to control and own 
the black female body, which is a replication of the overarching patriarchal logic that ultimately 
allows straight white men to yield power over white women and others who are non-white and 
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non-heteronormative. In Mama, Slim describes how through the abuse of black women and 
black queer men, black heterosexual men gain power in the inner city and in the prison. The 
misogyny and homophobia Slim portrays helps black men who are “niggerized and deballed by 
the white power structure and its thrill-kill police” (Mama, 2), gain a sense of social control and 
therefore power.  
In Mama, Soldier, a World War 1 black veteran and the “smartest man [the Tilson 
family] had ever met,” (64) voices this cultural antipathy for black women when he chastises 
Sedalia, Otis’ mother, for the downfall of her husband, Frank, and lectures her on the 
responsibilities of a “positive” or good black woman:  
There are many black women who understand that black men living in this 
hellhole life where the white man has a stranglehold on the lifeline, goods, and 
services, need their black women fighting the enemy with them, not unwittingly 
helping the enemy to uproot the black family. Black women who don’t 
understand this and crush their men are pathetic fools. … The positive black 
woman uses her glory and strength and power to inspire her man toward self-
improvement and leadership so that her children might have a strong pattern 
image. … The negative black woman dominates the home like a despot or she 
covets the role. In both cases, during the lunatic strife, these pitiful black women 
are never aware of the terror and hurt on their children’s faces as papa crumbles. 
(109-110) 
Soldier thus frames black women through the familiar patriarchal dyad of the Madonna/Whore 
and offers a heteronormative path through which black women like Sedalia could redeem 
themselves. Soldier opines that the duty of black women is to not only fight white racism 
alongside black men but also be able to inspire their men to become the leaders of the race and 
the home, “strong pattern image[s]” for black children. Thus when a woman fails to perform her 
nurturing role, she becomes a “despot” who dominates the home and unwittingly joins the white 
power structure in destroying the black family. Soldier thus echoes the problematic black 
matriarchy thesis that lies at the heart of The Negro Family: The Case for National Action 
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published in 1965 and written by Daniel Patrick Moynihan for the U.S. Department of Labor’s 
Office of Policy Planning and Research.  
Written with an intention to persuade the Lyndon Johnson administration to push the 
civil-rights legislation of racial equality forward by addressing economic inequality that hinders 
the true progress of the black American community, the Moynihan Report ultimately blames the 
lower class African American family for its lack of progress and poverty. In the chapter titled 
“The Negro American Family,” the report claims that “[a]t the heart of the deterioration of the 
fabric of Negro society is the deterioration of the Negro family” and that “[i]t is the fundamental 
source of the weakness of the Negro community at the present time” (5). However, the Report 
also points out that class status has a significant impact on family structures within black 
communities. Moynihan thus concludes that the middle class black family “puts a higher 
premium on family stability and the conserving of family resources than does the white middle 
class family,” and as a result “is steadily growing stronger and more successful” while the lower 
class black family is at a disadvantage because of “high rate of divorce, separation, and 
desertion,” along with “a very large percent of Negro families [being] headed by females” (5-9). 
Moynihan thus repeats Gunnar Myrdal’s conclusions in An American Dilemma (1944) by 
holding non-heteronormativty responsible for black poverty.77 
Moynihan’s thesis is based on the patriarchal assumption that “[t]he very essence of the 
male animal, from the bantam rooster to the four star general, is to strut” (16). Therefore 
Moynihan argues that segregation since the end of the nineteenth century had a more debilitating 
effect on black men than black women because 
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it may be speculated that it was the Negro male who was most humiliated thereby; 
the male was more likely to use public facilities, which rapidly became segregated 
once the process began, and just as important, segregation, and the 
submissiveness it exacts, is surely more destructive to the male than to the female 
personality. (16) 
Instead of urging the government to address the inequality of wages that black women were 
subjected to and advocating that economic empowerment of black women as well as black men 
should be the country’s goal, Moynihan focused on the fact that since fifty-six percent of black 
women compared to only forty-two percent of white women were in the workforce in 1965, it 
undermined the position of black fathers and deprived black children of the kind of attention that 
the mother could provide in a model heteronormative American family.78 The inability of the 
black man to be the provider, and therefore the dominant parent in the lower class black 
household, prompted Moynihan to conclude in that infamous chapter in the Report titled, “The 
Tangle of Pathology,” that “[i]n essence, the Negro community has been forced into a 
matriarchal structure which, because it is too out of line with the rest of the American society, 
seriously retards the progress of the group as a whole, and imposes a crushing burden on the 
Negro male and, in consequence, on a great many Negro women as well” (29). Thus the 
Moynihan Report holds black intimate deviance and black women responsible for the breakdown 
of inner city black families and for retarding the progress of the race, while pointing out that in 
spite of structural racism, African Americans who were able to police their desire and follow the 
heteronormative path were able to make great strides, thus affirming the power of the democratic 
ideal. In Mama, Slim offers a scathing critique of white supremacy that is legitimized and 
safeguarded by the police, and helps us understand how heteronormativity that sustains white 
supremacy create and perpetuate the divisions of race, class, gender, and sexuality in America 
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The desire for integration or inclusion keeps black and white subjects forever mired in the act of 
separating themselves from the non-heteronormative bad black subject, as Robert Reid-Pharr 
brilliantly reminds us in the quote that appears in the epigraph: 
To strike the homosexual, the scapegoat, the sign of chaos and crisis, is to return the  
community to normality, to create boundaries around blackness, rights that white 
men are obliged to recognize (104).  
This very need to strike the homosexual not only helps create the boundaries around blackness 
for the empowerment of white men but also becomes the norm that allows black men to partake 
of the promises of upward mobility by scapegoating the black queer subject. Otis Tilson’s 
narrative is thus a poignant exploration of the devastating effects of this scapegoating of the 
sexually transgressive subject in black communities in urban America. 
Published four years after Daniel Patrick Moynihan’s report on the problem of the black 
inner cities in America, Mama seems to be a fictional rendition of Moynihan’s black matriarchal 
thesis. Kinohi Nishikawa, in his dissertation, Reading the Street: Iceberg Slim, Donald Goines, 
and the Rise of Black Pulp Fiction (2010), argues that although black feminists justifiably 
challenged the policy implications of Moynihan’s Report, “its animating principles resonated 
with black men on the level of urban cultural practice and popular discourse” (120). Nishikawa 
further points out that Mama Black Widow, strategically marketed as an authentic rendition of 
the “black experience” by Holloway House, is “a graphic reflection of the Moynihan Report and 
black men’s feelings of victimization more generally” (123). The preface to Mama expresses this 
feeling of victimization when Otis Tilson, Slim’s long time acquaintance, explains his purpose of 
telling Slim his story: 
Iceberg, my real reason for telling my story is not money. I’m doing it for my 
poor dead Papa and myself and the thousands of black men like him in ghetto 
torture chambers who have been and will be niggerized and deballed by the white 
power structure and its thrill-kill police. (2) 
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Thus Otis chooses to prioritize the story of inner city black men’s oppression because of racism, 
instead of his own story of victimization because of intense homophobia. However, Slim offers 
Otis Tilson a broader outline that Otis could follow in the telling: 
I know something of what happened to you and your family and I guarantee all 
you need do is tell your story like it is to prove a thousand points about this black 
hell and the poisonous pus of double standard justice, racial bigotry and criminal 
economic freeze-out, infecting and grotesquely bloating the hideous underbelly of 
white America’s shining façade of democracy and freedom and opportunity for 
all. (2) 
Slim suggests a broader outline in order to showcase the ravages of the white power structure on 
all black lives, and not just black men. Although Otis’s initial plan is to tell a story that highlights 
black men’s pain and subjugation in America, Slim in the role of Otis’ scribe offers his readers 
more than that – in Slim’s translation to page from the tape recorder, Otis’s story captures the 
“gut idiom of the queer – the black ghetto – the Deep South – the underworld” (3) that exposes 
the “internal and external conflicts of Otis Tilson’s heartbreaking struggle to free himself from 
the freakish bitch burning inside him” (3), and also “the tragic lifestyles of Otis’s older brother 
and two beautiful sisters adrift in a dark world of pimpdom and crime and violence where good 
is condemned and evil applauded” (3). It is important to note that missing in this summary 
offered in the “Preface” is Otis’ description of his mother as a “rotten bitch” (1) who managed to 
survive the rest of the family in spite of it all. Following Otis’ grievances against his mother, 
Nishikawa rightly points out that Sedalia is indeed a “monstrous matriarch,” but Nishikawa 
narrows the scope of the novel by further arguing that “Slim seems to attribute the breakdown of 
the Tilson family more to [Sedalia’s] personal demons than to the impoverishment of Chicago’s 
ghettos, where the story takes place” (123). Contrary to Nishikawa’s reading of the novel, I 
contend that the novel presents many instances for us to understand that the prescriptions of 
heteronormativity endorsed by the Moynihan Report and the brutality of structural racism 
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ultimately are responsible for both the breakdown of the Tilson family and the transformation of 
Sedalia into a monster. Mama challenges Moynihan’s black matriarchy thesis by offering us a 
realistic portrayal of the lives of black women as mothers and daughters in the inner city of 
Chicago and the debilitating effect that structural racism unleashes on their lives and on Otis’ life 
as a homosexual transvestite.  
Unlike Moynihan and his predecessors such as Gunnar Myrdal, Mama Black Widow 
offers a scathing critique of Moynihan’s patriarchal claim that the “very essence of the male 
animal, from the bantam rooster to the four star general, is to strut” (16). Slim makes his readers 
pay attention to the fact that it is indeed this faulty heteropatriarchal belief that underscores “the 
shining façade of democracy and freedom and opportunity for all” (2), which prompts some of 
the black men in the novel to become rapists and pimps. The default trust in heteropatriarchy and 
its capitalist promise of upward mobility fuels Sedalia’s rage against her husband Frank when he 
fails to be the provider and therefore the dominant parent, and drives young women like Bessie 
and Sally into prostitution in an attempt to escape the material impoverishment of the inner city. 
It is indeed the celebrated mainstream definition of masculinity, that the essence of all men is to 
“strut” as Moynihan boldly announces, that enable some black men in the ghetto without access 
to material wealth to claim their dominance by repeatedly raping and humiliating other men like 
Otis for being not quite a man, since Otis likes to paint his face and wear dresses like a woman, 
and by selling black women’s bodies to get ahead materially.  
The Tangle of Heteropatriarchy, Racism, and Black Matriarchy 
The Tilson family saga spans roughly fifty years (1919-1968). It begins when Otis’s 
papa, Frank, a “handsome high yellow preacher” brought the gospel to the “grog heads, 
whoremongers and crap shooters” in Vicksburg, Mississippi (42). There he met Otis’ mama, 
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Sedalia who lived with Bunny, her hustler cousin, since she was ten years old. Frank married 
Sedalia and rescued her from the streets and as Otis reminisces, gave her a respectful, albeit  
“hard life [with] coarse food,” as sharecroppers in Meridian, Mississippi (40). Although the 
family lived frugally in a “smelly one-room sharecropper’s shack,” Otis cherishes the traditional 
two parent patriarchal household he was born into with a stay-at-home mother who did all the 
housework while his father worked for the white owner of the plantation and was the provider 
and hence the dominant parent. They were a family that slept together and ate together in spite of 
the “subhuman” (41) living conditions. Most importantly, Frank as Otis recalls had a “sense of 
worth down South” which would be obliterated because of his mama’s desire “to escape the 
South and go to Chicago” to join her cousin Bunny who “lived like white folks with running 
water, in-the-house privy and a sitting room and electric lights” (41). Otis’ recollection of his 
time in Mississippi and the loss of that paradise because of his mama’s desire for material 
comfort and her lack of love for his papa, can be easily read as a condemnation of his mama, 
Moynihan style. However, Otis’ narration also offers enough details for the readers to recognize 
that the plantation system that his mother wanted to escape was oppressive, that the man who 
really had power over his family was the Southern white plantation owner, and that Frank’s 
power was illusory as he ultimately had to answer to his white employer/master and discipline 
his own family with the master’s tools, “Thou shalt not steal” (49). Sedalia sheltered her oldest 
son, Junior, when he stole money from the “alabaster house of the plantation owner” (40), money 
that was forgotten behind an old grandfather’s clock. However, the Wilkersons took notice and 
threatened all their black workers with punishment, and employed the old tactic of pitting slaves 
against other slaves by putting Junior in charge of finding the suspect. Since the Wilkersons were 
not paying them fairly, Sedalia supported Junior’s act of stealing from the plantation owners. 
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Frank, devoted to the biblical command against stealing, disregarded Sedalia’s logic as “devilish 
talk” (48) and dutifully subjected his own son to the lashings of the master. As readers we 
understand Sedalia’s reason for hating “white folks” and condoning her son’s act of stealing 
from the master, but young Otis’s admiration for his father’s “muscles that writhed like golden 
snakes when he bathed” (41), and for giving “Satan hell with his booming rich voice” (41), 
makes him interpret his mother’s resistance to the plantation system and her desire to escape 
from the South as lack of love for his papa: “I really doubt that Mama ever loved Papa. Small 
wonder that the Tilsons were doomed to tears and sorrow” (41). On the day of Otis’ eighth 
birthday in November 1936, a “miracle happened,” that made it possible for the five of them to 
leave the plantation behind and move to Chicago to join Cousin Bunny (51). The crossing of the 
Mason-Dixon line, however, spelled doom – the fabled American Dream turned into a nightmare 
for the family almost as soon as they settled into a roach and rodent-infested apartment on the 
Westside.  
Sedalia believed in the familiar American Dream narrative that had inspired the journeys 
of many black citizens at the dawn of the twentieth century. In reality though the cramped 
apartment in cousin Bunny’s building that became their new home reminds the reader of the 
exposition of Richard Wright’s famous novel, Native Son where the human had to battle the non-
human roaches and rats to make it livable. By analyzing Richard Wright’s portrayal of the 
kitchenette housing available to black migrants in Native Son, Rashad Shabazz details the 
debilitating effects such spaces had on black families, especially black men in a city like 
Chicago: 
Unlike the representation of the kitchenette as modern and convenient, for Black 
migrants the kitchenette was a return to antiquated forms of housing that in many 
cases was no better than the conditions they experienced in the South during and 
after slavery. The kitchenette was a form of punishment for moving North, what 
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Wright called the “royal road to a slum community.” Black life in the kitchenette 
was hard. They were filthy, decrepit, diseased, packed full, overpriced, and full of 
tension that sometimes erupted in male violence. (39) 
Richard Wright in 12 Million Black Voices and in Native Son was right in pointing out, as 
Shabazz notes, “that the cramped walls of the kitchenettes helped to ‘warp’ the personalities of 
Black men, making them angry, sometimes violent, and/or forcing them to run away” (39). 
However, Shabazz also advances Wright’s analysis and adds that “[t]his, of course, had 
tremendous negative consequences for Black women” who were subjected to “[d]omestic 
violence, sexual assault, and even premature death” in these cramped and cloistered spaces. 
However, both Wright and Shabazz use a heteronormative optic to fathom the effects of such 
cloistered and segregated geographies on black men and women. Slim in Mama not only 
portrays the anger and frustration of black men in the Tilson family and the neighborhood and 
their warped personalities, but also voices the complex effects of structural racism on black 
women, which also includes rage and frustration – for they too had dreams of a better future in 
the North much like their male counterparts.  
Racial claustrophobia and the burden of providing for the entire family with underpaid 
domestic worker jobs warped the personalities of black mothers like Sedalia and drove them into 
making wrong choices like other angry and frustrated black men. Slim’s portrayal of the Tilson 
family’s plight in the North moves away from the heteronormative optic and instead lays bare 
the anger and frustration that all black denizens regardless of gender and sexuality had to wrestle 
with. In fact, Slim risks working with the stereotype of the “angry black woman,” but ultimately 
presents a nuanced analysis of the said stereotype through the portrayal of Sedalia. By the end of 
the first week, the snowstorm offered the job of snow shoveling to Frank. Besides the availability 
of such odd jobs the Tilsons would soon realize that Papa’s “brawny back and strong hands 
would become counterfeit as exchange in the Promised Land where cotton didn’t grow and the 
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trade unions locked out black men” (51). The lack of employment opportunities for “low skilled” 
black men like Frank meant Sedalia had to find work as a domestic worker, doing “general 
cleaning, including wall and window washing, in the homes of middle-class whites living in the 
suburbs surrounding Chicago” (83). Being a domestic worker meant not only withstanding daily 
humiliation in a white household but also being at the mercy of blood thirsty middle men or 
recruiters who much like pimps got rich off black women’s labor: “Many women like Mama 
were so desperate they were forced to buy their pathetic domestic jobs from employment sharks 
who took a big bite from their pitiful wages” (83). Otis watched mama “crawl home from the 
humiliation of cleaning for the despised white folks … her eyes always mirrored the stark naked 
hate, and horror of her blackness that rotted her soul” (93). In sum, Otis details the ravaging 
effects of the job on Sedalia’s personality while also blaming her for the downfall of his family. 
Over the years as the unions kept denying Frank a job in the factories because of his 
blackness, and snow shoveling and other odd jobs failed to pay the bills or put food on the table, 
Sedalia had to become the breadwinner, and claimed the privileges that came with being the sole 
provider of a family in a heteropatriarchal culture. She had to put her pride “en storage an’ be uh 
mop haid an’ toilet brush fo’ the paddies” (80) when Frank in spite of chasing down every single 
advertisement and rumor about a possible job opening, failed to secure one in the white bastion 
of Chicago. Frank had promised Sedalia that he was even ready to “dig uh ditch an’ pull the 
groun en on top uh [him]” because he would not be able to see his wife “makin’ th’ livin’ an’ 
waring [his] pants” (80). Reality however, won over Frank’s conviction in God when he failed to 
find a job in spite of searching for one from “sunup to sundown, rain, sleet or shine” (81) 
because “the union didn’t accept blacks as members or apprentices” (81) and according to the 
messenger of this truth, “it was a pity that [Frank] was so near white and yet so far with too 
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much yellow in his complexion to pass” (81). In other words it is structural racism that is 
responsible for the inversion of the black family dynamics, and not strong black mothers who 
headed black families (as Moynihan had put it). Sedalia had to “wear the pants” in the family 
because during the interwar years, Chicago and other cities in America systematically conspired 
to shut out the black masses from the labor force and in the process disenfranchised them 
politically and economically. By interrogating canonical sociology’s pathologization of African 
American culture and its prescriptions of sexual regulations, Roderick A. Ferguson poignantly 
sheds light on the foundation of the citizenship discourse that came into being in the early part of 
the twentieth century and was perfected during the Cold War Era: 
At the base of the sociological arguments about African American cultural 
inferiority lay questions about how well African Americans approximated 
heteronormative ideals and practices embodied in whiteness and ennobled in 
American citizenship. For instance, African Americans’ fitness for citizenship 
measured in terms of how much their sexual, familial, and gender relations 
deviated from a bourgeois nuclear family model historically embodied by whites. 
… Liberal ideology has typically understood the family as that institution that 
provides stability and civility against the instability and ruthlessness of civil 
society. That ideology has historically constructed the African American family 
as an insufficient tether against the chaos of civil society. The advancement of 
capitalism, therefore, has occasioned the state’s efforts to displace the social 
burdens of that advancement onto relations within the private sphere, making the 
African American family the bearer of those burdens. Liberal ideology has 
recommended conforming to the heterosexual nuclear family model as the 
appropriate way to bear such burdens. (20) 
Ferguson thus identifies the racist underpinnings of liberal capitalism in America by pointing out 
that the social burden of adhering to the codes of the heteropatriarchal family model in order to 
achieve socio-economic advancement in America, and in the process enjoy the rights of 
citizenship, was deemed as the responsibility of the individual rather than that of the State. This 
personal responsibility discourse thus consciously ignores the socio-political disenfranchisement 
of black families that made it impossible for them to embrace the white bourgeois family model 
and its socioeconomic benefits. Iceberg Slim showcases Ferguson’s argument by laying bare the 
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effects of discriminatory housing laws, education system, welfare policies, policing, and labor 
injustices – in sum, the Jim Crow laws that greeted the black migrants such as the Tilsons at the 
dawn of the twentieth century and colored their urban reality at least legally until the mid sixties. 
Sedalia’s monstrous transformation into a “black widow spidah” (161), as her daughter Bessie 
bitterly proclaims, is fuelled by her audacity of messing with the codes of the white bourgeois 
heteropatriarchal family model in order to not just merely survive but to also draw power from 
its promise of upward mobility.  
Sedalia’s meager earnings determined the nature of the Tilsons’ daily existence hence 
when her “big pride, high temper and dislike for the white women … caused her to often walk 
off jobs” (92) the Tilsons had to go to bed with hunger growling in their stomachs and the 
torment of having to find money to pay rent for their “ratty flat” (93). However, Sedalia always 
“set her shoulders proud as the devil” (93) and shook away the humiliation of working for white 
folks as she entered the flat “with an air that all was well and tomorrow would be 
marvelous”(93). Sedalia thus took to hatching “cunning schemes” (93) in order to keep her black 
household afloat and afford a few luxuries. She began by brushing the “country out of herself,” 
(67) and the corrupt local preacher’s “sharp clothes and Cadillac limousine” made her see Frank 
“for the first time as a sloppy dresser from the big foot country who couldn’t even spell Cadillac” 
(69). Her flirtations with the preacher, who shows her how respect and affluence are intricately 
linked, make Sedalia interpret Frank’s incapability of being the breadwinner as losing the right to 
be her husband, or the ability to “wear the pants” in the house. The loss of Frank’s labor value in 
the market affects his sexual value within the intimate space of the bedroom, thus highlighting 
the capitalist foundation of the heteropatriarchal family model.  
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Ultimately, Sedalia’s desire for material comfort and a life without having to mop the 
floors of white people made her barter her seventeen year old daughter, Carol to the rich, seventy 
year old, corrupt policy wheel owner, Lockjaw in exchange for money that would allow her to 
buy “fancy furniture and the ritzy clothes from Marshal Fields” (127). It is important to mention 
that Sedalia’s willingness to sell her daughter to a hustler and pimp “wif uh foot en th’ grave” 
(138) stemmed from her realization that such a marriage would translate into class mobility for 
both Carol and her along with the possibility of Carol becoming a widow soon enough for her to 
enjoy a life of luxury without old Lockjaw as husband:  
Ah luv yu, thet’s why Ah’m still beggin’ yu tu hitch up wif Lockjaw so you cain’t 
suffah lak Ah did wif uh po’ dumb niggah laky u Papa an’ wuk yo’ looks an’ 
juices outta yu frum sunup tu sundown an’ don nevah have no luxuries or nuthin’. 
Yu marry thet ole man an’ Ah don’ have tu slave for them white folks anuther 
day, an’ yu owe yo’ ole wukhoss mama thet. (138) 
Mama hated being in the proximity of white folks as much as she hated poverty and when 
Carol not only declared her love for a twenty-year-old white boy, Frederick, but also proudly 
shared the news of her pregnancy, Sedalia turned into a monstrous mama. She forced Carol to 
have a fatal abortion in the bathtub not only because she won’t be able to repay the money she 
had accepted from Lockjaw but also because her hatred for whiteness meant policing the 
boundaries of blackness and protecting her family’s black heritage. Sedalia’s hatred for white 
people and her compulsion to preserve the purity of her black ancestry prompt her to murder her 
own daughter, although unwittingly. However, Slim, in an attempt to humanize Sedalia, forces 
us to consider her childhood history. Sedalia’s monstrous becoming is better understood when 
we consider Sedalia’s violent introduction to the white power structure early on in her life: “Ah 
wuz eight en Georgia, an’ Ah seen mah sleepin’ papa kilt by uh white man wif uh mask an’ uh 
bonin’ knife he lef en Papa’s throat” (164). Although Sedalia identified this white stranger as the 
owner of the sawmill where his father worked, her mother ignored her and became his concubine 
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while Sedalia had to cook and clean for their new master. When her mother died Mister Dawkins 
raped the ten-year-old Sedalia repeatedly until she ran away (164).  
This brutal relationship between the feudal white slave holder and the enslaved black 
person that had also founded the American republic never quite died with the passage of the 
Thirteenth Ammendment in 1865;79 it continued to color the reality of black lives well into the 
middle half of the twentieth century and beyond, making it difficult for both blacks and whites to 
conceive of an American identity as a mixture of the two both biologically and culturally. As 
white Americans desperately attempted to separate themselves from blackness armed with both 
ideological and state apparatuses, by writing segregation into law in Plessy v. Ferguson (1896), 
black intellectuals, Reid-Pharr argues, wrestled with the remarkable possibilities of racial 
ambiguity, presented by the “mulatto, the yellow, the altogether deracialized” (73), in both the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries. However, by the sixties and seventies, Black American 
radical thought, especially the Black Panther Party (BPP), in order to challenge liberal capitalism 
that the civil rights leaders had failed to address, clutched the dream of a pure black ancestry – an 
unbroken relationship to West Africa that helped conjure a pure racial identity. Thus while the 
male leaders of the BPP did challenge the capitalist foundation of white power, they failed to 
topple liberal capitalism’s ideological foundation, its “investments in heteropatriarchy,”80 and the 
black family became central to the production of blackness, as Robert Reid-Pharr poignantly 
reminds us in Black Gay Man:  
Multiculturalism and our old-fashioned sympathies for mixed-raced persons 
aside, it is still quite possible to announce glibly the black family as the place in 
which Africans in America are nurtured and housed. To put the matter as plainly 
as possible, the black family allows us to do the difficult, expensive, and 
                                                
79 We need to remember that although the 13th Ammendment officially ended slavery throughout the nation, some 
slaves were not realeased till much later. 
80 See Roderick Ferguson’s  Aberrations In Black (2004), 113. 
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apparently quite necessary work of neatly and at a glance dividing up the 
descendants of slaves and the descendants of slave owners. […] The bad black 
mother does important work in the maintenance of the black community. She is 
the figure who takes up the management of the crisis that is the black family. She 
creates a home in America. She turns us black. Thus, she redirects, misdirects, our 
noble march to Africa. (63-68) 
Commenting on the persistence of the “bad black mother” trope in Black Literature, Reid-Pharr 
argues that the black matriarchal representation helps define not only the boundaries of blackness 
and whiteness and in the process manage the divide “between the descendants of slaves and the 
descendants of slave owners,” but it also helps maintain a heteropatriarchal narrative of separate 
spheres between men and women, wherein women perform the reproductive role of bearing pure 
black children while black men wage war against white liberal capitalism.  
When Frank failed to be the provider of his family and could only afford to drink himself 
to death, Sedalia had to do the dirty work of sustaining the family’s future by becoming the 
breadwinner and by making sure that her black daughters found rich black husbands while her 
black sons earned money in order to become good providers. However, such a job becomes truly 
dirty and the mama becomes a bad black mama when we take into consideration the reality of a 
segregated economy and therefore the sheer impossibility of economic advancement for inner 
city Black Americans. In the inner city getting rich meant becoming a pimp, a hustler, or a 
corrupt preacher. Slim’s life as a pimp until he turned forty testifies to this reality. Commenting 
on Slim’s autobiography, Pimp, Justin Gifford sheds light on the dark truth that underlines black 
upward mobility in a capitalist society that thrives on competitive individualism and 
exceptionalism:  
Disillusioned by the lack of possibility for the political freedom of African 
American people more broadly, the pimp instead sees that only radically personal 
achievements that are purchased by adopting the very apparatuses of white 
oppression that helped create systematic black inequality in the first place. While 
this ethos undeniably runs counter to an agenda of large-scale liberty for black 
people, it nevertheless reflects the dark historical realities of Jim Crow America, 
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in which economic, social, and political freedoms were simply not available to the 
majority of African Americans. (Pimping Fictions, 60) 
Sedalia thus pursues economic freedom like a true capitalist and as in the case of the pimp ends 
up harming those around her. Through “cunning schemes” (93) such as “midnight trysts in the 
lair of the sorcerer” (185) Sedalia established herself as “Madame Miracle” (185) selling dreams 
and “enemy destruct powder” (185) to those seeking miraculous remedies to soften the sting of 
poverty and racism. By 1944 she managed to save enough money to become the owner of the 
building in which they had rented their “ratty flat” (93). While money brings Sedalia the respect 
she had never received when working as a domestic worker in the white households, it 
nevertheless takes away the family she wanted to save from socioeconomic entropy. Although 
Slim as a black man gets to redeem his heinous past by becoming a writer, Sedalia enjoys no 
such redemption in Otis’ recollection of his family’s story – she persisted but her family 
perished, as Otis claims. However, Sedalia believed that she had done everything in order to 
make the family, a good family, even if it meant helping “her children and their Papa into the 
grave” with her “great wisdom and love” (223). When Otis ultimately manages to escape the 
prison of her possessive love to become the man he had always wanted to be instead of being his 
mama’s “sweetpea” and the troubled soul that needed his mama’s Madam Miracle touch, he 
notices how her face had become “a replica of the mask of madness” (244) – blurring the lines 
between the “monstrous matriarch” as Nishikawa argues and a victim of abuse who aligns with 
the abusive social norms to survive. My point here is to stress the fact that while Slim’s portrayal 
of the bad black mother undeniably peddles in all the stereotypes of the problematic black 
mother – the medusa figure who kills her children and her husband, the bad black mother in 
Moynihan’s thesis, the religious zealot in Baldwin’s The Amen Corner, the black mama who 
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makes cowards out of their sons in George Jackson’s letters81 – Slim nevertheless manages, 
however clumsily, to complicate this persistent stereotype by laying bare the socio political 
reality of the American inner cities that spells doom for all black people including the pimps and 
the preachers who prey on black despair and pain. Within a racist and heteropatriarchal matrix, 
Slim seems to suggest, through the portrayal of Sedalia and other black mothers like Hattie 
Greene, that in the inner city world black mothers could only be either women on welfare 
struggling under the inspective gaze of the caseworker, or be the bad black mama who 
manipulates the norm and gains power.  
In depicting the gradual drying up of this southern black family’s belief in the mythology 
that “up heah a po’ nigger got a hope tu hol a big ‘mount uv money,” Slim dismantles the 
Moynihan doctrine on the aberrant nature of black families (55-56). Cousin Bunny, while 
reflecting on the death of her husband, who was a high school graduate, offers the powerful truth 
about America’s racial capitalism, one that Otis Tilson and his family would eventually learn: 
[H]e was black in the white folks’ hateful world, where a nigger is like a mop 
head or toilet brush. The white folks used him to clean up their puking and 
droppings until he wears out. Then they simply press another hungry nigger into 
service. They never really see him or realize he is a human unless he steals from 
them or kills one of them. Then they drop the full weight of their double standard 
law and bury him in prison or barbecue him in the electric chair. (55) 
I will go ahead and add that Slim not only offers a scathing critique of this “double standard law” 
that allows “white folks” to exploit black people’s labor without any consequence, but also 
forces his readers to examine their own double standards when analyzing the representations of 
black women in literature and culture.  
                                                
81 In “At Home in America,” Robert Reid-Pharr discusses the nagging persistence of the bad black mother 
stereotype in black Literature by analyzing the letters of George Jackson in which Jackson expresses hostility 
towards his own mother. See Robert Reid-Pharr’s Black Gay Man (2001). 
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To read Sedalia as the bad black mama who is responsible for the downfall of the Tilson 
family, is to risk subscribing to the heteropatriarchal ideology that underscores black 
nationalism, as summed up in Larry Neal’s tribute to black women in “For Our Women” (1964): 
Out of the earth, this love 
moved rivers 
sang joy songs, those women wrapped 
in the magic of birth 
deep rivers formed your innocence 
knew no evil 
knew in silence 
knew beyond what knowing 
has come to mean 
wordlessly knew.82 
According to Neal then the good black woman is one who remains untouched by the evil on this 
earth in spite of it all since she is innocence incarnate, and Neal bows down to the magic of her 
reproductive powers, and her organic wisdom that surpasses the masculine domain of “knowing” 
through words. A respectable black woman is thus a projection of the masculine fantasy of 
harnessing nature’s energy – the earth mother that reproduces black children and ensures the 
future of the black family. Again, I reiterate my contention that Slim in fact challenges the 
ideologies that define good or bad black mothers and allows his readers to wrestle with a real 
person who toils, sweats, transgresses the marital doctrine of monogamy, and embraces pleasure, 
achieves upward mobility for herself, but fails in her attempts to sustain her black family, or to 
“save” her black gay son by putting him in a “sanitarium until [he] can think right” (223). 
Following José Esteban Muñoz’s theory of “disidentification” that has revolutionalized our 
understanding of the varied survival and resistance strategies that “a minority subject practices in 
order to negotiate a phobic majoritarian public sphere that continuously elides or punishes the 
existence of subjects who do not conform to the phantasm of normative citizenship” 
                                                
82 Larry Neal. “For Our Women.” Visions Of A Liberated Future: Black Arts Movement Writings (1989), 187 
Biswas 176 
(Disidentifications, 4), we can say that Sedalia succeeds in surviving the Jim Crow years in 
Chicago by disidentifying with the heteropatriarchal model. Sedalia disidentifies by managing to 
reshuffle the very order of things that circumscribe her existence. She survives by first “waring” 
the pants in the house, then rescuing herself from the daily humiliation of cleaning white 
people’s home and becoming the respected Madame Miracle in her community, and finally 
hustles her way to becoming the owner of the very building that had once housed her family in 
one of its several dingy apartments. Sedalia’s transgression of gender roles and the codes of 
sexual propriety allows her to survive but ironically mirrors the fundamentals of capitalism itself 
– an economic system that thrives by encouraging competitive individualism and creating 
inequalities that punish mostly minority subjects as losers and champions elite white subjects as 
winners. Sedalia survives by gaming the system, a strategy that the rest of her family fails to 
adopt. But herein, I want to caution the critical impulse to romanticize “disindentification” as a 
revolutionary strategy, for as Muñoz reminds us: “disidentification is not always an adequate 
strategy of resistance or survival for all minority subjects. At times, resistance needs to be 
pronounced and direct; on other occasions, queers of color and other minority subjects need to 
follow a conformist path if they hope to survive a hostile public sphere” (5). Sedalia’s 
disidentificatory strategy, tainted by the destructive power of hatred for the white world, 
disallows the kind of worldmaking that makes possible the dismantling of hierarchies and 
formation of communities that prioritize multiplicities and solidarities or as Ellison summarizes 
it in the Epilogue of Invisible man, “[o]ur fate is become one, and yet many” (577). We can 
certainly fault Slim for ultimately succumbing to the use of the bad-black-mother trope in 
African American Literature for the purposes of highlighting the struggles of black men against 
entrenched racism. However, in Mama, Slim uses this nagging trope to help his readers learn 
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from the worldmaking possibilities voiced by their outcast queer black brother, brother outsider, 
Otis Tilson in his struggle against the majoritarian world of racist heteronormativity. 
Living as a Black Gay Transvestite: A Story of Radical Hope 
Queerness is not yet here. Queerness is an ideality. Put another 
way, we are not yet queer. We may never touch queerness, but we 
can feel it as the warm illumination of a horizon imbued with 
potentiality. We have never been queer, yet queerness exists for us 
as an ideality that can be distilled from the past and used to 
imagine a future. The future is queerness’s domain. Queerness is a 
structuring and educated mode of desiring that allows us to see and 
feel beyond the quagmire of the present. The here and now is a 
prison house. We must strive, in the face of the here and now’s 
totalizing rendering of reality, to think and feel a then and there. 
(1) 
      — Jose Esteban Muñoz, Cruising Utopia (2009) 
Ta-Nehisi Coates, one of the most famous public intellectuals of our times on race matters and 
the racial history of America, upholds the Du Boisian idea of ‘The Talented Tenth” when 
describing the Howard world83 – a world that is faraway and yet so close to the materially and 
intellectually impoverished black world of Baltimore and other cities. In that inner city world 
that shaped Coates’ childhood, there are no beautiful and intellectual black people (as Coates 
puts it), because they are just passive victims of the entrenched racism that teaches them to see 
themselves as the opposite of everything that is beautiful and cultured. Coates doesn’t stop there 
but even adds that in the real world there are no LGBT people who are uncloseted. It is thus easy 
                                                
83 Ta-Nehisi Coates during his conversation with Krista Tippett at the Chicago Humanities Festival on November 
16, 2017 was asked to reflect on Howard University’s influence on his work by an audience member. Coates said 
the following in reply: “It had a tremendous influence on me. I didn’t know there were black people who liked 
Marilyn Manson. I just — I wasn’t aware of that. I didn’t know there were black people who had so much money 
that their parents sent them to school with a car. I didn’t know that existed. To put this in perspective, Howard 
was the first place where I encountered open LGBT people, period, of any race. It was the first place I saw that. I 
could walk up on that yard and find people who were deeply into politics. I could find folks that were interested 
in marketing. I could find folks that were gonna be doctors one day. I could find folks that wanted to be in 
musical theater. … there was 10,000 black people in one spot. And they were beautiful — I mean just physically 
beautiful people.” [emphasis mine] 
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to understand why Krista Tippett, his interviewer, reminds Coates repeatedly “white people like 
what you write and read your books and buy your books” (On Being podcast). In other words, 
Coates’ fame in mainstream America stems from his ability to offer a portrayal of blackness that 
corroborates the white gaze – that the black inner city world is indeed a “heart of darkness,” a 
problem that needs to be fixed by white people. Coates, by indicating that there are no uncloseted 
black people in the real world of the black inner cities, alludes to the Black Nationalist logic of 
the singularity of blackness, meaning black trumps all other identities.  
Coates probably did not read Iceberg Slim or maybe he misread Slim’s oeuvre and only 
found proof of his own aversion towards ordinary blackness. To the careful reader of Slim, 
especially Mama Black Widow, the real black world is also peopled by black people who are 
more than just black and victims are aware of their varied subject positions. Kinohi Nishikawa, 
much like Coates, essentializes the black inner city readership as a heterosexual and male group 
of readers. Keeping such a heterosexual black male readership in mind, the authors of black pulp 
fiction, Nishikawa argues, subscribed to the sentiment that black men were the “‘most’ 
victimized subjects of racial oppression” (112) not just because of structural racism but also 
because female headed households added to the oppression of black men – sentiments that “the 
[Moynihan] Report did manage to tap into” (112). Nishikawa therefore urges us to read black 
populist fiction to understand its populist appeal and not with the intention to discover some 
overlooked radical politics in such fiction. In his review of Justin Giffords’ study of black crime 
literature Nishikawa critiques Gifford by pointing out: 
[i]t is hardly surprising to find black crime fiction entertaining politics that are 
better described as reactionary, not progressive. Why would it be otherwise? To 
be sure, few people other than professional critics read popular literature for 
explicit political meaning. What seems to matter more for everyday readers are 
the deeply personal ways in which they identify with characters, however “good” 
or “bad” they may be. So it is that Gifford’s romanticization of black pulp 
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fiction’s antiheroes fails to apprehend what is most interesting about these 
characters: that it is their distance from radicalism, much less community uplift, 
that makes them seductive, gratifying objects of male fantasy (210).  
While I agree with Nishikawa’s point that as scholars of black pulp fiction we must resist our 
urge to romanticize its antiheroes or use these texts to just fill in the gaps that exist in canonical 
Black American Literature, or find prescriptions of uplift voiced by the abject in our society, I 
must point out that it is equally reductive to write off populism as merely “reactionary” and “not 
progressive.” Instead, I read Mama as a novel that not only flirts with reactionary politics but 
also dares to critique it and offer glimpses of worldmaking, however ephemeral, that was not lost 
on all its readers – for why should one assume that all of Slim’s readers were and are black, 
male, and heterosexual? Is it because, as Coates argues, there are no uncloseted queer people in 
the ghetto or that black inner city women and queer people cannot reclaim black urban fiction 
supposedly aimed at heterosexual male readers for their own pleasures?  
My reading of Otis Tilson’s narrative of his life in Chicago between the years 1936-1968 
is inspired by José Esteban Muñoz’s reading of Amiri Baraka’s play, The Toilet, in his 
groundbreaking book Cruising Utopia (2009). By pondering on the possibilities of a different 
future embedded in the interracial relationship between Karolis and Foots (the white and black 
protagonists of the play respectively), Muñoz discovers moments of “queer futurity” (83) and 
offers a counternarrative to the “political nihilism” coded in the many instances of violence in 
the play. In spite of the violence that saturates every moment of the play, Muñoz searches for 
moments of affiliation across differences and reads queerness as a “desire for another way of 
being in both the world and time, a desire that resists mandates to accept that which is not 
enough” (96). However, Muñoz is aware of the wounding such recognitions usually cause: 
Recognition, across antagonisms within the social such as sex, race, and still other 
modalities of difference, is often more than simply a tacit admission of 
vulnerability. Indeed, it is often a moment of being wounded. (93) 
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Otis’s life is an embodiment of this queer desire, a desire for recognition and affiliation across 
different modalities of being, although it leads to much wounding as Muñoz reminds us (93). In 
Otis’ desire to form cross-identificatory affiliations, the “discordant sounds of desire and hate” 
(Munoz, 93) never quite strike harmony. What matters therefore is Otis’ audacity to desire in 
spite of the deathly consequences: 
Mama, you’re wrong. I’m not a like a nasty freak. I am a nasty freak who loves 
drag and guys. And I’m not stopping until I pick up some guy like the one that 
butchered Bessie, and he’ll do me a favor and chop me into little pieces. (222) 
In the pre-Stonewall Era world, Otis struggles with the fact that he is a “nasty freak,” but he 
knows no other way to be and he embraces it with all the shame that underlines it. It is in this 
embrace of queerness that we can locate the utopic possibilities embedded in Otis’ saga – it is 
not happy but it is “hapful” as Sara Ahmed promises us.  
 Critics have interpreted Otis Tilson’s queerness as a metaphor for heterosexual black 
men’s “feelings of social impotence,” or a representation of that abject against which black male 
readers of Slim’s novels could “negotiate their relationship to ‘black realness’” (Nishikawa 120-
130). Such a reading reduces the characterization of Otis to a pathetic “niggerized and deballed” 
(Mama, 2) black man based on the assumption that a homogenous body of heterosexual black 
male readers in the inner city draws power from the scapegoating of the queer character – an 
assumption that also underscores the black nationalist desire for a black nation with the 
patriarchal hierarchies in place. To be sure, I am not dismissing the validity of Nishikawa’s point 
that Slim and other writers of black pulp fiction published by Holloway House were prompted by 
their publisher to make racial authenticity their selling point, and by adhering to that program 
these authors gained popularity amongst black inner city readers, but my point here is to also pay 
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attention to the ways in which black pulp authors such as Slim found ways to “disidentify”84 with 
the publisher’s capitalization of what comprises “black experience.” To fathom Otis’ life is to 
comprehend the enormity of both black and white masculine violence that seeks to reduce a 
black homosexual transvestite into a freak, whose desire for intragender sex is always answered 
with brutal rape and imprisonment. Much like Sedalia’s narrative, Slim presents us with enough 
moments to not understand Otis Tilson as a serviceable character for the purposes of 
corroborating his readers’ heterosexual black masculine performances, as Nishikawa argues in 
his dissertation. I want to ponder on those moments in the novel where we can dwell on the 
possibility of queerness as a futurity that is yet to be.  
Otis’ memoir begins with his recollection of “the limp flesh between [his] sweaty thighs 
… feeling desperate helplessness and pain” (4), his inability to satisfy his girlfriend Dorcas’ 
desire for sex and marriage with him. Otis desires the idea of being married to the “daughter of a 
big shot mortician” (5), his ticket to a black middle class life, but the “freakish creature” (5) he 
has named Sally (after the prostitute neighbor who led his sister Bessie down the road of 
prostitution and finally death), makes it impossible for him to harden his limp flesh in the 
presence of Dorcas’ “fat softness” (5). Otis thus finds a way to perform his heterosexual role 
with Dorcas by imagining that moment of sexual ecstasy with his long lost lover, Mike. Through 
the magic of imagination Otis accesses the excitement of pressing his “face against [the] hard, 
hairy belly” (5) of Mike “the beautiful heartbreaker,” (5) as he hardens and penetrates Dorcas. 
The heterosexual bed becomes a site of homosexual imagination and fancy as Otis tries to 
survive and continue having a chance at class mobility with Dorcas. However, this intense but 
                                                
84 In his groundbreaking book Disidentifications: Queers of Color and the Performance of Politics (1999), Muñoz  
coins the term “Disidentification” to archive the modes through which minority subjects often find ways to desire 
the same things that are coded by the dominant culture but in the process alters those desires and recodes them for 
their own survival and pleasure (11). 
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painful scene is followed up by the funeral preparation for the well respected Deacon Davis, the 
“bastard child-raping freak” (7), who had “ruined” (7) Otis when he was only nine years old. The 
“magic wand” (7) of the Deacon had violated his innocence repeatedly for more than a year as 
Otis was made to believe that his wishes would come true if only he could make that wand “cry 
tears of joy” (7). He made it cry but cheated by making two wishes instead of the singular wish 
allowed by the Deacon, but they remained unfulfilled as his father never found that steady job he 
had wished for and his Mama never stopped being “bossy and cruel to Papa” (7). So on the 
morning of the funeral when Otis had to “groom and dress” (6) the corpse of the Deacon he 
thought of punishing the Deacon by violating his corpse, leaving a secret mark of revenge that no 
one would be aware of except him. But the “black sable eyes” of the corpse made it impossible 
for Otis to do a “vicious thing like that even to a filthy freak” (8). Otis’s love for his “idol, 
Martin Luther King Jr.” (8) whose life and work had taught him “[t]o not hate anybody” (8), 
made the desire for revenge seem pointless. What is interesting here is the use of the word 
“freak,” a term that Otis not only uses to describe his rapist but also that part of his being he has 
named Sally – “the freakish bitch” inside of him that makes him dress up like a woman and 
desire other men. This moment of “wounded recognition” that prevents Otis from seeking 
revenge, striking the oppressor physically in order to escape that perilous Hegelian Master/Slave 
bond, is repeated again right after Otis is brutally raped by Lovell, a “black giant” with a 
“pathetically ugly” (20) face and a “terrifying-horselike-monstrous-deformed-impossible” (28) 
penis. There was a moment of opportunity when the white cops could have saved Otis from 
Lovell, but once they realized that he was not a white woman but a “high sissy, drunk as a 
skunk” (26), as Lovell described him, they laughed him off and left Otis at the mercy of the 
gambling-joint bouncer. Otis’s lighter complexion makes him both an object of derision and 
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desire in the antiqueer world: A “yellow nigger” (25), who is sexually covetable in drag but also 
racially inferior to other darker black men. His sissiness makes him derisible as a “freak” (25) 
that can be brutally raped and “punished” (31). In a scene reminiscent of that moment with the 
Deacon when Otis could have used his scalpel on him, Otis once again finds himself “look[ing] 
down at Lovell’s ugly face – mouth gaped open – snoring” (31). However, Otis stops himself 
from plunging the switchblade into his rapist’s heart as he remembered his idol Dr. King’s words 
once again, “‘Black folks have got to stop killing each other’” (31). The juxtaposition of Dr. 
King’s words and Otis’ refusal to set things right by striking back at that Master/oppressor can be 
easily read as Slim’s critique of Dr. King’s movement and its lack of masculine prowess.85 
However, much is missed if we don’t consider Slim’s juxtaposition of this dog eat dog world of 
the ghetto with the ruthless world of the prison later in the book.  
In prison, Otis is once again brutally gang-raped by more than fifteen men, “[s]everal of 
them had monstrous dicks, and the pain was horrible, but [he] couldn’t scream for help” (239). 
The repeated reference to “monstrous dicks” and the brutal rapes complicate Nishikawa’s 
reading of Otis as a representation of just a pathetic sissy who cannot survive either in this 
prison-like ghetto or the prison itself – a debased representation as Nishikawa argues, that 
“constituted the grounds on which a heternormative urban black masculinity could be tenuously 
affirmed” (138). My point is that Slim offers a more complicated portrayal of Otis and makes the 
reader cringe more at the ideology that measures masculinity by monstrous dicks rather than let 
the reader draw some kind of ghetto survival lesson: how not to be a sissy or a pacifist in the 
ghetto and more importantly, how to be a manly man. Mama helps us understand that the prison 
                                                
85 A point that Nishikawa raises in his dissertation: “Slim contests this reference to King’s philosophy of 
nonviolence by showing how Otis’s pacifism (i.e., his ‘softness’) and his father’s lost dignity render them unfit to 
survive in the black ghetto” (134). 
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and the ghetto, both created and maintained as abject spaces by white supremacy and capitalist 
heteropatriarchy, holds up a distorted mirror to the oppressive ideologies that regulate their 
existence. The prison and the ghetto thus become spaces in which normative heteropatriarchal 
violence is reenacted by the inmates who find themselves trapped in these spaces, in an attempt 
to occupy that power that the white master enjoys. I therefore read Otis’ refusal to embrace the 
capitalist and white supremacist logic of striking down the Other/oppressor/master in order to 
gain power, as a refusal to use the master’s tools to dismantle the master’s house – as a mode of 
resistance, that Audre Lorde offers us in her brilliant essay, or as James Baldwin writes about in 
his essay, “Freaks And American Ideal of Manhood.” Baldwin warns us about the circuitous 
nature of revenge and offers us a path forward, beyond the oppressor/oppressed dyad: 
The object of one’s hatred is never, alas, conveniently outside but is seated in 
one’s lap, stirring in one’s bowels and dictating the beat of one’s heart. And if one 
does not know this, one risks becoming an imitation – and, therefore, a 
continuation – of principles one imagines oneself to despise (824).  
This awareness of the other within, the recognition of each other’s vulnerability that Judith 
Butler points out and Muñoz builds on to understand the wounding that follows our cross-
identificatory recognitions of vulnerabilities – between straight and queer, black and white, man 
and woman – prevents Otis from embodying just a reactionary worldview. One such moment of 
“wounded recognition” occurs when Otis witnesses the brutal beating of a white cop by an angry 
black mob on the eve of Dr. King’s assassination. When driving toward the Westside to visit his 
mother, after he hears about the news of Dr. King’s assassination, Otis finds himself caught in 
the middle of the rioters, some of whom were looting the stores for “stacks of stashy finery” 
(36), and a lone cop. Otis felt that the rioters were “dishonor[ing] the philosophy and the death of 
our leader” (36) by displaying such violence. Otis witnessed the brutal beating of the lone white 
cop whose “starch white face [was] paralyzed in fear and shock” (37) by the angry mob whose 
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leader was “larger than Big Lovell” (37) and equally monstrous. Otis couldn’t bring himself to 
join the rioters. Instead, he felt sympathy for the wounded cop thinking that “he hadn’t been born 
a cop, so maybe he had once been a human being” (38), and had a family that cared for him, 
“even though he was a treacherous cop” (38). Otis decided to save his life by calling the district 
police station and informing them about the wounded cop. Otis realizes that his fight is against 
the system rather than a lone cop who was now unconscious on the ground. It is hard to miss the 
equation of Lovell, Otis’ rapist, and the angry mob leader who terrorizes the cop. Interestingly, 
Otis also equates the fear he sees on the cop’s face when faced with the angry mob with the 
“fearful awe” (52) that overcomes his dearest papa’s face as he first sees the “desolate concrete 
wilderness” (52) on their way to the Westside, many years ago. Otis’ capacity to recognize the 
other’s vulnerability even when that other is a treacherous cop and white, disallows Otis from 
embracing the act of revenge as manly. The equation of the rapist, Lovell, and the angry mob 
leader, makes the reader identify more with Otis’ philosophy and understand that reactionary 
politics is never truly revolutionary. 
To be sure I don’t intend to suggest that Slim had intended us to read Otis Tilson’s 
pacifism as queer resistance (Slim hardly ever said much in his interviews and other works about 
the crafting of Mama), but he does manage to connect his readers to Otis’s struggle with his 
sexuality, his gender nonconformity, and the brilliance of his inability to color his world with 
hate like the other manly men in the novel, including the much respected character Soldier whom 
Otis idolizes. But above all, Slim doesn’t hold back from depicting black masculine violence 
against queer black men during that era by making Otis Tilson the narrator of the novel and 
therefore the focal point of the reader’s attention and empathic connection. In fact, Otis’ repeated 
recitation of Dr. King’s philosophy helps us understand the ways in which he disidentifies with 
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King’s doctrine. King’s movement for racial equality does little to address the particular desires 
of Otis that are prohibited because of his queerness, such as his desire for marriage and the 
normative two parent household. After enjoying the “most complete and beautiful sex [he had] 
ever had with anyone” (218), one of the rare intimate moments in the novel in which Otis was 
just not the violated “bottom,” Otis fantasizes about a future with Ray: “I’m beautiful in drag. I’ll 
stay in it for Ray until I die, and we could even get married and no one would know I wasn’t a 
woman” (218). However, his fantasy is short lived and he soon realizes that Ray is a hustler 
whose wife allows him to “hustle queers” for money. Thus Otis’s desire for another man is once 
again responded to with violence from black men, who often enjoy the privilege of 
heterosexuality publicly. While it is easy to read such violent encounters as a cautionary tale 
urging black men to be strong and straight and not be weak, “a queer stud” (219), it is hard to 
miss the fact that the joke is on the society itself. Otis lets us in on this joke early on when he 
summarizes his purpose of telling the story to Slim:  
The goddamn society is crooked and corrupt from top to bottom. Lots of police, 
judges and prosecutors put their heads together and frame homosexuals into long 
jail terms. The hysterical bastards are really punishing the cocksucker and faggot-
hot-to-be-fucked-in-the-ass that are inside themselves. (2) 
Otis’s defiant critique of the state-sponsored violence that greets the queer body helps us 
understand the nature of all types of black and white acts of violence, through which the queer 
black man is disciplined and punished in order to produce both the authentic white and black 
subjects, the fiction of the “real” black man and the “real” white man. Otis thus names that fear 
of exposure and breakdown that haunts the fiction of heterosexuality as the “cocksucker” and the 
“faggot” and turns the joke on those whose existence depends on the erasure of the fleshed 
existence of the queer, especially the black queer body. The desire of cocksucking then becomes 
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a taboo and is replaced with violence, as James Baldwin reminds us in “Freaks And American 
Ideal of Manhood”:  
Freaks are called freaks and are treated as they are treated – in the main 
abominably – because they are human beings who cause to echo, deep within us, 
our most profound horrors and desires (828).  
Although Slim narrates Otis’s life in a pre-Stonewall Era Chicago, by stringing together a litany 
of violence that mark his flesh since his time in school when he was hounded as “Bustle Butt” 
(93) because of his unusually “fat behind” (93) until he chooses to end his life “by hanging in a 
skid row hotel in New York City” (245) in 1969 (interestingly, a year after Dr. King’s 
assassination), Slim also offers us glimpses of the queer subculture that existed in Chicago 
during the time – an underground community where black and white, rich and poor, struck 
unusual friendships amidst the segregated reality of the nation that surrounded them. We are 
allowed into one such gathering early on in the novel, right before the fatal consequences of 
Otis’s meeting with Big Lovell at the birthday party of “Stel, the lesbian on Warren Boulevard” 
(18). 
Otis couldn’t refuse Lucy, “an old queen friend of [his] in full drag” (16) and shout out 
those words that would have made him feel normal, “I’m not going to that faggot party” (18). 
The alcohol, pills, and the “bitch, Sally, were too powerful to resist” (18) and Otis instead 
embraced that bitch inside of him and dressed up to look like her – all he needed was a padded 
bra and a dress from Lucy’s wardrobe to look “dazzling in the shimmery white silk microdress 
and blue-black wig that hung to [his] shoulders in Grecian curls” (18). Otis loved dressing up as 
Tilly (his drag name), and was enchanted with his face as he lovingly groomed his full lips with 
“pale pink lipstick” (19) – it was after all “Papa’s face in every detail” (19). The recognition of 
his father, whose manly strength Otis adored while dressing up as a woman is indeed a 
recognition of the vulnerability that underlines machismo in black men in a white supremacist 
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society. In the drag persona of Tilly, Otis embraces that vulnerability, the woman inside of him 
aching for a man’s love “under the hypnosis of pills and alcohol” (19), that transports him to a 
“fantastic flower garden” buzzing with insects (19). Stel’s world is very different from that of 
Tilly’s. Stel is rich and owns a “fourteen-room house” that is “Mecca for many of Westside 
black and white queers” (20). It was a place where lesbians, drag queens, and gays of all races 
could lose themselves in “chatter and wild laughter” to the soulful voice of Lou Rawls and the 
drama of lesbian lovers’ quarrels. The atmosphere of the place made Tilly feel “cozy and 
intoxicated” (21) not from the pills but from being surrounded by the “sweet and wonderful 
atmosphere of equality and brotherhood among queers [who] were so despised and discriminated 
against in the straight world that in mutual anguish and suffering they found emotional sanctuary 
among themselves” (21). Here lies the brilliance of Slim’s novel and its audacity of adding 
utopia to the map86 of the imperialist state that America had become during the Cold War Era. 
Slim’s “politicized cruising” (Cruising Utopia, 18) of Chicago’s pre-Stonewall Era queer 
subculture is attentive to the material conditions that make Stel’s, Lucy’s, and the other white 
queers’ existence less harsh than that of Otis’s life as a queer black man on the Westside of 
Chicago. In Slim’s description of the queer parties, friendships, nightlife, the reader, as Muñoz 
urges us, is able “to feel hope and to feel utopia” (Cruising Utopia, 18).  
Coda: Searching for Hap and Maps of Utopia in the Current Moment of American Politics 
As I finish writing this chapter, America under the leadership of Donald Trump, the 
forty-fifth President, now proudly embraces its foundational white supremacist ideology. Gone is 
the Obama era mask of progressiveness that at least rhetorically chastised white supremacy and 
                                                
86 I borrow José Esteban Muñoz’s use of Oscar Wilde’s quote “A map of the world that does not include utopia is 
not worth glancing at” as an epigraph to the Introduction to his groundbreaking book Cruising Utopia: The Then 
and There of Queer Futurity (2009), 1. 
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ultra nationalism. The ongoing war on poor people, especially poor people of color, low-skilled 
immigrants of color, Muslim immigrants, undocumented migrants of color, transgender people, 
especially those who are black and poor, did not of course begin with Trump. Some of the most 
important scholars of black studies and queer studies have made it clear that it is indeed through 
the dispossession, displacement, incarceration, and maiming of black and brown people, 
especially women and queer people, that America has amassed massive wealth that is locked in 
the coffers of America’s richest and whitest men. The Trump administration and the current 
Republican party, armed with corporate cash, are exploiting the racial anxiety that exists among 
white people amidst the changing demographics of America that threaten to make America less 
white and more brown and black by 2040. Although this is the preferred liberal analysis of 
Trump’s unthinkable victory, the fact is that the liberal Democratic Party and the conservative 
Republican Party have equally championed neoliberal economic policies since the late sixties 
that have ultimately created a precarious working class, most of whom are black and brown, that 
have no bargaining power in the labor market and are facing the possibility of sinking into deep 
poverty. Neoliberal policies have given rise to massive tax cuts for the rich, the crushing of trade 
unions, deregulation of the markets, outsourcing of jobs, privatization of all sectors including 
health and education, and lax environmental policies leading to global warming that threatens the 
existence of all species, starting with the most poor and vulnerable populations of the island 
nations, in sum the afterlives of European colonialism that over the centuries have morphed into 
modern capitalism with its racial and gender hierarchies intact, still oil the engines of American 
imperialism abroad and within. Thus the Trump Presidency is not a political aberrance, as the 
liberals would like to believe, but the culmination of more than four decades of neoliberalism in 
America. What is most alarming to me as an immigrant woman of color who is high-skilled but 
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not employed in a preferred STEM field, and part of the most vulnerable and underpaid adjunct 
community within the American academia, is Trump’s strategy of pitting not only the white 
working class but also the African American working class against immigrants, especially the 
most exploited undocumented migrant community. Collier Meyerson in his article published in 
The Nation, details this nefarious and divisive policy of Trump:  
There was also Trump’s “New Deal for Black America,” a last-ditch effort to 
appeal to black voters days before the election. One of its proposals, “Protection 
from Illegal Immigration” stated that “No group has been more economically 
harmed by decades of illegal immigration than low-income African-American 
workers.” But other than rhetorically setting these two communities against each 
other in a race to the bottom, Trump’s plan offers very little to actually create 
better jobs for black Americans, and many of his proposals—from school choice 
to beefing up policing to financial deregulation to ignoring climate change—
would disproportionately hurt black Americans. In other words, Trump doesn’t 
want a new deal for black America—he just wants to fasten us in tighter to the old 
deal of low-wage, insecure, go-nowhere jobs.87  
What is ironic about this particular strategy of Trump’s is that the current anti-immigrant 
policies, along with his most vicious Muslim ban policy that claim to better the lives of the 
working poor in this country and also keep America safe, are in fact a throwback to the Jim 
Crow era laws that sought to discriminate against and criminalize the growing African American 
population in the northern cities during the turn of the century. Of course along with Jim Crow 
laws there also existed immigration laws that systematically banned people of color from 
migrating to America legally. My point is that if we have to move forward in spite of the threat 
of Trump and the Republican Party’s war on minorities, many of whom are also poor, we will 
have to build coalitions and solidarities across the cross-identificatory modalities of race, 
religion, gender, sexuality, and nationality through which we live our lives as white, black, and 
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brown people. In building such coalitions we cannot just trump over our differences, we must 
instead critically address and recognize the vulnerabilities that lace our identities and threaten to 
pit us against each other. Ultimately, our goal cannot be the championing of one race over 
another, one identity over another. Our political coalitions must aim to dismantle white 
supremacy and capitalist exploitation of all people, primarily people of color, and not replace 
those structures with new hierarchies.  
Iceberg Slim reminds us of the white supremacist policies that systematically walled 
African American citizens inside the ghettos in cities like Chicago in Mama Black Widow. But 
most importantly, Slim, through the depiction of the life of Otis Tilson, the most vulnerable 
within the black community because of his queerness, during the Pre-Stonewall era Chicago, 
offers us a map of surviving such dark times – a map of utopia, a method of worldmaking that 
emerges out of cross-identificatory coalitions and solidarites, coalitions built on love that have 
helped people of color, especially queers of color, survive centuries of oppression, violence, 
dispossession, displacement, death, and invisibility. Unfortunately, this politics of love has been 
co-opted by mainstream media and are now thrown back at us through social media slogans such 
“Love Trumps Hate” and “Love Wins” to rally support for political parties that ultimately work 
to make rich people even richer while regularly sponsoring drone wars, the War on Drugs, the 
War on Poverty, and other kinds of wars that ultimately work to dispossess, displace, and maim 
black and brown people, sexually transgressive people of color, and now vast swaths of the 
Muslim population in the Middle East and the Muslim diasporas. 
What is lost in the mainstream appropriation of the politics of love is the possibility of 
recognition of each other’s vulnerabilities that makes possible the building of solidarity 
platforms amongst the various minority groups. Before the rise of Trump, movements such as the 
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Occupy Wall Street movement, and most importantly, Movement for Black Lives (M4BL), 
commonly known as Black Lives Matter (BLM), co-created by two queer black women, Patrise-
Khan-Cullors and Alicia Garza and their sister comrade, Opal Tometi have shown us the way 
forward. BLM not only aims to dismantle the power of the rich but also envisions a path to a 
future that does not just use diversity as a token, as a cosmetic enhancement of white supremacy, 
but truly refuses to promote racial capitalism and its hierarchies. BLM, itself a coalition of 
several different regional chapters, focuses on organizing the most marginalized amongst us. The 
black queer transnational feminist platform of the Movement for Black Lives boldly declares:  
We believe in elevating the experiences and leadership of the most marginalized 
Black people, including but not limited to those who are women, queer, trans, 
femmes, gender nonconforming, Muslim, formerly and currently incarcerated, 
cash poor and working class, disabled, undocumented, and immigrant. We are 
intentional about amplifying the particular experience of state and gendered 
violence that Black queer, trans, gender nonconforming, women and intersex 
people face.88 
Thus BLM stitches together the radical legacies of Martin Luther King’s Poor People’s 
Campaign and the black lesbian feminist organization the Combahee River Collective by 
focusing equally on racial, gender, sexual, and economic justice. It is not surprising therefore that 
the Trump administration has put several leaders and members of this movement on FBI’s 
watchlist and are doing everything in their power to criminalize BLM. Of course the liberal 
media has often joined Trump in castigating BLM as a divisive movement, a racially motivated 
movement, even compared it to the Neo-Fascist Alt-Right groups that are modern day 
incarnations of the KKK.  
As these Alt-Right groups receive permission to march through University campuses and 
their leaders get invited to give talks at some of the most prestigious American universities in the 
                                                
88 The longer version of the “Platform” drafted by the Movement For Black Lives is available here: 
https://policy.m4bl.org/platform/ 
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Trump Era, and as the current administration codifies its desire for bringing back the Gilded Age 
of the robber barrons, through its Tax Reform policies, and other antiblack, antiqueer, 
misogynist, anti-immigrant, and anti-Muslim policies, the maps of utopia that Oscar Wilde 
promises and José Esteban Muñoz urges us to find within our everyday spaces become 
increasingly difficult to see and recognize. But what else can we do other than fall back on the 
power of imagination and remember, as Sara Ahmed reminds us in the epigraph, that political 
movements are not happiness movements but hap movements. Happiness or unhappiness are not 
the goals of our movements for justice. The task is to recover the potential of hap, as Ahmed 
reminds us, or what Muñoz calls “cruising utopia,” in order to make possible other ways of being 
and loving and sexing. In this chapter I read Iceberg Slim’s Mama Black Widow to trace that hap 
that was there in Otis’ life, in his queer community’s love for each other, in Carol’s love for the 
white boy Frederick, in Bessie’s desire for nice things, in Sedalia’s desire for material comfort 
and a husband who would find a good job; in sum, the entire black poor community’s struggle 
against the Jim Crow laws that sought to dispossess them daily in Chicago’s Westside and its 
audacity to hope for a different future. Slim makes clear that the black community’s map of the 
future did not quite match the maps of Otis and his queer friends back in the 1960s, but his novel 
urges us to step into that gap between the black community’s collective desire for racial justice 
and the black queer desire for more than just racial justice to make possible the coexistence of 
such maps, to make them grow big enough to displace maps of patriarchy, capitalism, and white 
supremacy. 
Biswas 194 
Conclusion: Cruising the Borderlands: The Futures of Black Belonging  
What is this moment of the pluralization of cultural difference? 
Sometimes it is a racialized kind, sometimes an ethnicized kind – 
which is in my view increasingly characteristic of social 
antagonisms on a world scale. These antagonisms are a product of 
huge, planned, and unplanned social migrations – the greatest and 
most constitutive cultural fact of the late modern world. The 
planned and unplanned, forced and unforced movement of peoples, 
taking up hundreds of years later after that first forced migration of 
slavery with which modernity began. Here we are in late 
modernity, and what is happening is exactly the same kind of 
proliferation of movement as peoples. They are torn apart by 
poverty, by drought, by civil war, by the international arms trade, 
and they are moving, moving, moving from their settled homes to 
somewhere else. Let me put this in cultural terms. They’re moving 
like we have done before into the narratives, through which they 
will have to tell their history of migration, loss, displacement, 
redefining themselves, of home, of another home, of the question 
of where is home, of all of the images and metaphors of a 
perpetually unsettled people. 
⎯Stuart Hall “Subjects In History: Making  
    Diasporic Identities” (1997) 
White supremacists such as Dylan Roof like to speak of black 
bodies as though they are dangerous weapons. Xenophobes often 
speak of migrants and immigrants as though they are an invasion 
force or something akin to biological warfare. … a sea of black 
bodies in motion, in transit, and in danger. 
⎯Edwidge Danticat “Black Bodies in Motion and  
    in Pain” (2015) 
 
Growing up in Kolkata, India in the eighties and nineties, in a middle class, Hindu, and 
upper caste family meant being suspended between a sense of pride about the rightness of the 
Indian freedom struggle and the nagging awareness that the specter of colonialism still haunted 
us, and that Englishness still dictated our upwardly mobile urban lives – the persistence of the 
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myth that Spivak had summed up as “[w]hite men saving brown women from brown men.”89 
The domestic workers who were fighting abject poverty and whose labor made our middle class 
lives comfortable, made it clear that the hard-fought independence from the British, somehow 
did not free us all. Those domestic workers were still fighting the same old battles against 
casteism along with the colonial inheritance of heightened economic inequality. I went to an 
English-medium school, where we were introduced to the classic texts of the English literary 
canon – speaking in English and dressing up in Western clothes were the telltale signs of a 
“good” education and upward mobility. But we also read the canonical texts of Bengali literature 
and grew up on stories of the freedom fighters at home. My mother personalized those stories by 
telling me about my family’s, especially the women’s contribution to the freedom struggle. They 
had donated their gold jewelry and had cooked for the freedom fighters (many of whom were 
also women) to keep the movement going. My grandfather had proudly held on to a copy of 
Anandamath (1882),90 banned by the British, during his college graduation, and had refused to 
receive his diploma from the English chancellor. These stories about the quotidian sacrifices of 
my ancestors made me aware of the colonial hangover of the upper classes, as India was 
preparing to open its markets, especially to the West. Becoming globalized meant forgetting 
those histories of struggle against the British and making peace with past oppressions. We forgot 
that Winston Churchill was responsible for the death of four million Bengalis in 1943 as he 
diverted the food produced by the peasants of undivided Bengal, to feed the English army that 
was fighting the other horrible genocide in Germany, and promoting its image as the righteous 
                                                
89 See Gayatri Chakraborty Spivak’s groundbreaking essay, “Can the Subaltern Speak?” (1985), revised by Spivak 
as part of her “History” chapter in A Critique of Postcolonial Reason: Toward a History of the Vanishing Present, 
(Harvard University Press, 2003) p. 285. 
90 Anandamath (1882) by Bankim Chandra Chattopadhyay, was a Bengali novel about an 18th century militant 
revolt against the British Raj in Bengal, organized by monks, and the saga of a rural Bengali family caught in 
between while fleeing their village, for another, to survive the Bengal famine of 1770. 
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Empire along with America. It meant embracing Western neoliberalism as the only path towards 
development. But the open borders also brought with it some coveted exposure to the West, 
especially America, during the pre-internet days – it meant I got to read black American 
literature and groove to the sounds of jazz, blues, and rock – a literary space in which I 
recognized those old stories and rhythms that had shaped my childhood, albeit with all the 
privileges that came with being born into an upper caste family, and belonging to a majoritarian 
religion in India. As the nineties rolled in, we exchanged handed down tapes of Charles Mingus, 
Miles Davis, Bessie Smith, and Jimmy Hendrix (already out of fashion in America), and grooved 
to a rhythm that was different from the familiar Bengali songs and Indian Classical music which 
had already lost their sense of novelty to my now westernized ears. Indian time was still out of 
sync with Western time, but we stumbled along clumsily, to join the future. Reading Lorraine 
Hansberry’s Raisin in the Sun (1959) in India meant understanding the scripts of anger and 
sorrow that were written on the faces of those maids and their children who kept me company 
while my mother went to teach in a school attended by the materially impoverished children 
from the outskirts of Kolkata, and my father’s corporate job made him travel abroad to make 
possible my English education and the other material riches for the family, that he never had 
while growing up in rural India.  
In African American literature and music I heard that distant “call from afar,” that Nadia 
Ellis writes about in Territories of the Soul (2015). I traveled to America on a student visa to 
finally get away from those English texts I had read over and over again, for a chance to study 
black literature that had connected me to my past and offered me a future, a possibility of 
becoming intimate with the histories that had shaped the power of that literature and music and 
had beckoned me from afar. Coming to America as a brown woman on a student visa meant 
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becoming aware of the lived realities of American racialization. India had taught me about class, 
caste, and sectarianism but I was always the privileged Indian subject. My gender didn’t hinder 
my progress in the way it jeopardized millions of other Indian women. Luckily, I grew up in an 
extended family full of women, and my mother ran the house while my father, because of his 
job, became a weekend visitor, well into my teenage years. Between my mother and my older 
cousin, who was abandoned as a child, my sister and I grew up in an unusual Indian household 
with two mothers (my mother and my cousin who took care of us like a mother) and an absent 
father. In sum, my affinity for those who cannot fit in, for those who stand outside of history 
perhaps began in that funny house I grew up in, a house full of women, with histories of 
abandonment and loss.  
My story of immigration was also tinged with the familiar hope of finding better 
opportunities in America. But once in America, that hope was muddied with the realities of race 
along with already familiar story of class. As a brown graduate student pursuing a career in 
African American studies, and as an adjunct lecturer, it soon became evident that I was failing to 
fit into that “model minority” myth that was created through the passage of The Immigration and 
Naturalization Act of 1965, also known as the Hart-Celler Act. Although, the passage of the 
Hart-Celler Act allowed millions of people of color to enter America, defying the past American 
history of disallowing black and brown people from immigrating, it also prompted the massive 
“brain drain” from the global South. A tiny minority of Indians and others from the global South, 
who immigrated since the passage of the 1965 Act, came here from upper class backgrounds and 
moved up the social ladder as doctors, engineers, scientists, and entreprenuers, while thousands 
of other immigrants remained stuck at the bottom in underpaid jobs and stigmatized as 
undocumented, criminals, rapists, and free-loaders. Western neoliberalism continued on with the 
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colonial technologies of exploitation as the transnational companies reaped the benefits of the 
post-1965 brain drain from the global South and coerced the struggling post-colonies to become 
even more dependent on American and other Western corporations.  
Coming to America therefore meant entering both the long histories of colonialism and 
the American color-line that had been newly summoned to separate “high skilled” immigrants 
from the “low skilled” immigrants and immigrants of color from white immigrants. In other 
words, ethnic differences were mobilized to work as racial differences. It meant understanding 
how the model minority myth added to the pathologization, dispossession, and displacement of 
especially those black Americans who had no access to class mobility as they found themselves 
secluded in the inner cities of urban America. The 1965 Act had in fact aided the project of white 
supremacy and its attendant capitalist heteropatriarchy by dividing immigrants of color and black 
Americans. More specifically, “liberal multiculturalism”91 kept upwardly mobile immigrants of 
color from finding common cause with black Americans whose claim to American citizenship 
was still being denied through structural racism and state sanctioned police violence. 
I offer these thoughts to highlight the fact that not only are we fighting the same battles 
that began with colonialism but in our effort to fit into the white paradigm of success and 
progress, some of us who came here as “high skilled” immigrants are contributing to the ongoing 
project of white supremacy by failing to connect the dots between wars abroad and wars on black 
and brown people and undocumented immigrants of color at home. As I write the conclusion to 
this project I realize that my quest for finding elsewheres outside of colonialism, outside of 
                                                
91 Jodi Melamed in Represent And Destroy: Rationalizing Violence In The New Racial Capitalism (2011) argues 
that since the passage of the Civil Right Act of 1964, it became clear that the Cold War era racial liberalism’s 
black/white racializing schema was inadequate for addressing the multiracial reality of America during the time 
of free market economy. These new circumstances made liberal multiculturalism find new ways to deploy the 
binary logic of race to regularize all non-heteronormative formations, i.e. ethnic differences were mobilized in the 
same way as racialized differences from the previous eras (26-39). 
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heteropatriarchy, had led me to these novels that I write about in this project. I hear the faint 
echoes of those stories of resistance I grew up on in the lives and histories these novels recount. I 
understand Mingus, Hendrix, Lorde, and Hansberry better. I understand that the elsewheres 
cannot be plotted on the map of this world but can only be felt through a connection with those 
whose histories remind me of my own. I don’t mean to suggest that my struggles are the same as 
that of the struggles of black Americans or other brown and queer people of color who can never 
be properly housed by this nation. Our lives are experientially different and yet the affinities lie 
in the fact that we are differently emplaced within the macro project of white supremacy for the 
purposes of materializing its need for the ownership of our lives and our destinies. Our 
experiences and our histories will never quite coexist easily but we can still strive to form 
coalitions that will allow us all to survive without those histories and cultures being weaponized 
against one another.  
I joined the thousands of Black Lives Matter activists and protestors on the streets of 
New York City on a cold December in 2014 to protest the killing of Michael Brown and Eric 
Garner by the police. Our chants “Whose Streets? Our Streets!,” “No Justice, No Peace,” “I can’t 
breathe,” and “We can’t breathe,” warmed up our cold bodies as we marched from midtown to 
Brooklyn while police motorcades and helicopters competed to drown our chants with the noise 
of state power. Eric Garner’s last words were “I can’t breathe,” as the police owned the destiny 
of his life with that illegal and deathly chokehold. Brown and Garner followed a long list of 
black men and women who were killed and are still being killed because they are black in 
America. Erica Garner became an activist to seek justice for her father but her fight with poverty 
and the stress of activism received no attention and care from the liberal media that was more 
eager to cover the “Women’s March” against Trump in 2016 or the more recent #NeverAgain 
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rallies against gun violence organized by primarily white students, who interestingly, are far 
more aware of intersectional politics than those in their parents’ generation. Erica Garner died 
young – the stress that comes with putting one’s body on the line for justice had overwhelmed 
her heart and she joined the ever growing list of black activists who keep dying young because 
they receive no care from those people in America who don’t have to worry about living while 
black. She received very little support from mainstream liberals who find it easy to protest gun 
violence by civilians on civilians but find it difficult to see the connection between quotidian gun 
violence, militarized police violence, War on Terror abroad, and domestic wars such as War on 
Poverty, War on Crime, and War on Drugs. As I marched in the company of protestors who were 
mostly young black and brown people, black and brown queer people, and some white people, I 
realized the possibilities of coalitions across differences that centralize the struggles of those who 
are the most vulnerable, as the Combahee River Collective statement had reminded us in 1977 
and the black queer platform of the Movement For Black Lives (2016) promises. Since 2016, the 
Trump administration has dismantled all liberal and neoliberal antiracisms that had previously 
managed to cloak white supremacy in the clothes of diversity and multiculturalism. Now those 
clothes have fallen off – the Empire walks naked, and we only need to choose to see its bloated 
body now.  
Revisiting these Cold War era texts and writers who had portrayed black working class 
life, primarily the life of the lumpenproletariat, whose struggles are often not centralized by even 
the most progressive platforms that fight injustices against racialized labor, will help us tweak 
our activist platforms to address the struggles of the black underclass along with racialized 
violence against all black bodies. What Himes offers us is the possibility of seeing how spaces 
and places are racialized – sixty percent of those incarcerated in America are black, while brown 
Biswas 201 
and black immigrants who are undocumented spend lives in detention prisons awaiting trial and 
are subjected to terror, violence, and unpaid labor. Yesterday Will Make You Cry (1998) presents 
us with the realities of black geographies, like the prison, but at its heart lies the hope of freedom 
from the fetters of patriarchal masculinity and poverty. Yesterday offers us the possibilities that 
lie in friendships and romance that emerge in places that are hostile to such socialities. Himes 
never quite found the elsewheres he was questing after – that which beaconed him from the 
outside of racist heteropatriarchy and imperialism. After all, he had titled his two 
autobiographical works, The Quality of Hurt and The Absurdity Of Hope. Clearly, Himes was 
never able to belong to a place or nation but he survived through his art, his friends, and his 
lovers. Robert Deane Pharr battled disease, poverty, and homelessness but found refuge through 
writing – he left us five brilliant novels about the realities of being black and poor in urban 
America, but most importantly, about finding joy, however ephemeral, in the company of a 
motley crew of misfits who stood outside of history. Since 1960 and until his death in 1978 
Cooper published six novels but none of them were in print at the time of his death. Neither his 
addiction nor prison could take away his need to write:  
A charter member of the live fast-die young school, the native of Detroit, 
Michigan, was a lifelong dopefiend, and had been in and out of jail since his 
teens. But psychiatrists delve, fighters fight, and rather than whiling away his 
three-year sentence examining the reasons for his addiction, Cooper wrote. 
(Foreward to Black! Three Short Novels) 
Yes, Cooper indeed kept on writing and traveling across urban America much like the characters 
in Robert Deane Pharr’s S.R.O., “unwilling to compromise his scorched-earth point of view for 
fame,” and died at the 23rd Street YMCA in New York, penniless and alone. 
Iceberg Slim, known to have inspired gangsta rappers of the nineties, was famous for his 
debut novel on the life of a pimp, but Mama Black Widow (1969) offers us the possibilities of art, 
a space where a heterosexual ex-pimp can make common cause with the life of a black queer 
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transvestite. In Mama Slim claims that Otis Tilson was someone he had known for twenty-five 
years while being a pimp in Chicago. Slim too never belonged in America but he loved the 
ghetto and the people who lived in such spaces, and represented their complex lives in eight 
books that had made his white publisher, Holloway House rich while he received very little from 
his book sales. The point I am trying to make is that these writers and the novels that they had 
crafted tell us the truth about America and blackness. They repeatedly unravel the lie about black 
pathology that had made the careers of many white sociologists during their time and would later 
prompt the drafting of liberal reports such as the Moynihan and the Kerner Reports in the sixties. 
Most importantly, these works make us aware of the imperial logic that regulates black sexuality 
and sociality to serve the purposes of racial capitalism and heteropatriarchy. In the process they 
acquaint us with the queerness of blackness, especially the queerness of the black underclass, and 
the blackness of queerness.  
Brother Outsider, through a study of the works of Chester Himes, Robert Deane Pharr, 
Clarence Cooper Jr., and Iceberg Slim, hopes to add to black studies and black queer studies by 
centralizing the realities of displacement and dispossession that mark poor black bodies who 
literally never find home in America. By focusing on in-migration as a metaphor of black lives, I 
want to underscore the fact that black bodies are forever in transit, “in motion and in pain,” as 
Edwidge Danticat reminds us in the opening quote. However, this pessimism is transformed by 
the care-ethics that emerges in unlikely places such as the inner cities, the prison and detention 
centers, the streets claimed by black activists, in the ships once again adrift on the oceans in 
search of refuge. This story of care never receives any care from the Democratic Party’s liberal 
platform. It is the excess that escapes the realities of confinement, punishment, surveillance, and 
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regulation that regularly mark black lives. This excess produces the utopic possibilities of the 
elsewheres that Muñoz so beautifully highlights in his intellectual care-work. 
 Brother Outsider attempts to broaden the scope of black studies by focusing on 
understudied black authors who had offered their art as a care for those benighted black subjects 
who never quite found a way to belong in America or anywhere else. Himes, Pharr, Cooper, and 
Slim found a way to make them belong and matter in their novels.  
At a time when vast swaths of people in the global South are displaced and driven into 
permanent homelessness because of America’s War on Terror, whose primary victims are 
Muslims in the Middle East, Afghanistan, and Pakistan, the intensification of War on Drugs and 
War on Crime whose victims are black and brown people in America and South America, and 
the recent war on immigrant lives that is making life unbearable for black, brown, and Muslim 
immigrants in America, we as scholars of black studies and black queer studies need to find a 
way to address these experiences in our work, to make them belong, if not in any country, then at 
least in our work. For me, in Brother Outsider, this has served as a reminder that intellectual 
work is about being unafraid of forging intimacies with those whose lives and experiences are 
very different from our own. Intellectual work should be care-work. But in order to forge such 
intimacies we also need to be aware of the ground on which identification happens. Identities, as 
Stuart Hall reminds us are different from identification. Hall interprets identification as the 
political ground that is contingent upon or determined by the ever-changing technologies of 
differentiation through which this late modern moment decides who belongs and who doesn’t. 
Thus idenitification allows the summoning of different identities to be “interpolated in a certain 
way,” (292) so as to effectively resist the regulatory processes through which “[p]ower uses 
difference” (298) for the “distribution of symbolic and material resources between different 
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groups and the establishment of racial  hierarchy” (290). I would add that racial hierarchy is also 
constructed through the regulation of sexuality, gender, and class. Building on Hall’s argument 
on identification and through a reading of these archives of pain and loss, we as intellectual 
activists can learn how to broaden the scope of pedagogy and our university spaces and bend the 
infrastructure to accommodate the voices of those who remain in the afterlives of the hold who 
are in the current moment bearers of different identities – black and brown along with all the 
intersecting vectors of class, gender, and sexuality. Thus when we study movement in this 
moment of late modernity or the neoliberal era, we need to find a way to address the concerns of 
a “perpetually unsettled people” marked by loss, dislocation, confinement, and homelessness as 
Hall further argues in the quote in the epigraph. This is what I mean by intellectual care-work. 
Brother Outsider is thus primarily an attempt to rework the ground of an understudied black 
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